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 Abstract 
This study investigates how grammatical ability is assessed in L2 academic 
writing classrooms. In the assessment literature, grammatical ability is defined to 
include syntax and morphology (Purpura, 2004; Weigle, 2002) and lexical forms, 
cohesion, and information management on the subsentential, sentential, and 
suprasentential levels (Purpura, 2004). Writing teachers would, therefore, need to 
attend to morphosyntactic and other grammatical aspects in L2 texts that serve to 
organize information and create cohesion on the sentence, paragraph, and text 
levels. In a mixed methods triangulation design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007) 
using both quantitative and qualitative methods, this study examines the indicators 
of grammatical ability that writing teachers (n = 2) attend to when assessing their 
students‘ (n = 33) grammatical ability in academic essays in one high-
intermediate and one advanced L2 writing course at an English-medium 
university in Canada. In addition, the study considers to what extent the students‘ 
learning is affected by the teachers‘ assessment criteria. In the first phase of this 
study, the students‘ essay exams and the teacher-assigned grammar grade were 
collected and analyzed quantitatively using accuracy and complexity measures as 
indicators of morphosyntactic ability. They were also examined qualitatively 
within a framework of systemic functional linguistics to assess the students‘ 
ability to manage information in their texts. In phase two, student questionnaires 
were administered, and student interviews were conducted to determine the 
students‘ knowledge of the teachers‘ assessment criteria for grammar. In phase 
three, the teachers were interviewed about their criteria and their priorities in the 
assessment of grammar. Finally, the results from all three phases and all four data 
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sources were integrated to come to an overall interpretation of the findings. The 
results indicate that writing teachers focus above all on grammatical accuracy 
when assessing their students‘ grammatical ability. Consequently, writing 
teachers seem to assess a reduced construct of grammatical ability in academic 
writing, compared to definitions in the L2 assessment literature. This emphasis 
has an impact on how students learn in these L2 writing classrooms. This 
dissertation concludes with a discussion of implications and makes 
recommendations for L2 writing assessment based on the findings of this study. 
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Résumé 
Cette recherche s‘intéresse à la façon d‘évaluer les compétences grammaticales 
dans les cours universitaires d‘écriture langue seconde (L2). Selon la littérature, 
les compétences grammaticales comprennent la syntaxe et la morphologie 
(Purpura, 2004; Weigle, 2002) de même que les formes lexicales, la cohésion et la 
gestion de l‘information au niveau sous-phrastique, phrastique et supra-phrastique 
(Purpura, 2004). Par conséquent, les professeurs d‘écriture devraient, lors de 
l‘étude de textes en L2, miser sur la morphosyntaxe et sur d‘autres aspects 
grammaticaux utiles à l‘organisation de l‘information et assurant la cohésion au 
niveau de la phrase, du paragraphe et du texte. En s‘appuyant sur une approche 
méthodologique mixte  (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007), utilisant une 
triangulation de données qualitatives et quantitatives, cette recherche vise à 
déterminer quels sont les indicateurs de performance grammaticale sur lesquels 
s‘appuient les professeurs d‘écriture (n = 2) lorsqu‘ils évaluent les compositions 
de leurs étudiants (n = 33). Les étudiants de l‘échantillon étaient inscrits à une 
université canadienne anglophone et suivaient un cours d‘anglais de niveau 
intermédiaire ou avancé. D‘autre part, cette recherche a pour objectif de 
déterminer à quel point l‘apprentissage des étudiants est influencé par les critères 
d‘évaluation de leur professeur. Dans la première partie de la recherche, les 
compositions des étudiants et les notes de grammaire données par le professeur 
ont été collectées et analysées quantitativement, en utilisant des mesures de 
justesse et de complexité grammaticales comme indicateurs de la compétence 
morphosyntaxique.  Elles ont également été analysées qualitativement dans un 
cadre linguistique systémique fonctionnel afin de déterminer la compétence des 
v 
étudiants à gérer l‘information dans leurs textes. Dans la seconde partie de la 
recherche, des questionnaires ont été administrés aux étudiants et certaines 
entrevues ont été menées afin d‘évaluer la connaissance qu‘avaient les étudiants 
des critères d‘évaluation de leur professeur en ce qui a trait à la grammaire. Dans 
la troisième partie, les professeurs ont été interviewés au sujet de leurs critères et 
priorités dans l‘évaluation de la grammaire. Enfin, les résultats des trois parties et 
des quatre sources d‘informations ont été réunis afin d‘en arriver à une 
interprétation globale des conclusions. Les résultats révèlent que les professeurs 
d‘écriture priorisent surtout la justesse grammaticale lorsqu‘ils évaluent les 
compétences grammaticales de leurs étudiants. Par conséquent, les professeurs 
d‘écriture semblent s‘appuyer sur une définition plus limitée  de la compétence 
grammaticale dans l‘évaluation des textes de leurs étudiants que ce qui est défini 
par la littérature à ce sujet, ce qui a nécessairement un effet sur la façon 
d‘apprendre des étudiants qui suivent des cours d‘écriture. Cette thèse se termine 
par une discussion qui met en lumière ce qu‘impliquent ces résultats et où sont 
émises certaines recommandations au sujet de l‘évaluation en écriture dans un 
cours de L2. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
The Context: Assessing Second Language Academic Writing in Higher 
Education 
Hamp-Lyons (2002) argues that good writing assessment is important 
because ―so much of it is done by so few to so many, and yet, it remains so 
unexamined‖ (p. 5). In Canada, second language (L2) writing assessment now 
affects a growing group of students. In one decade, Canadian universities 
experienced an almost threefold increase in the number of international students 
enrolled, from 25,000 to 70,000 between 1996 and 2006 (Association of 
Universities and Colleges of Canada [AUCC], 2007), and 60% of international 
students come from countries where languages other than English are spoken as a 
first language (L1) by the majority of people (AUCC, 2007; Matsuda, 2006). 
Although international students are usually assessed before being admitted to 
undergraduate or graduate degree study, they may still be required by their 
institutions to take English as a Second Language (ESL) courses, and ESL 
academic writing courses in particular. The purpose of these writing courses is to 
help students develop the necessary proficiency in the L2 so that they can function 
well in their academic content courses and to support them in the challenging 
socialization process into Canadian universities (Cheng & Fox, 2008).   
 I am an instructor of one such L2 writing course, and the impetus for this 
study originates in a conversation with one of my L2 writing students in such a 
course. One important pedagogical goal for that course was for students to 
develop the ability to use English with a certain degree of linguistic accuracy. For 
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this reason, the ESL program had integrated grammar editing tasks and quizzes
1
 
into the assessment plans for the L2 writing courses. My student and I talked 
about English grammar, his grammatical ability, and his writing skills in general. 
During that conversation, it became apparent that this student performed 
reasonably well on the error-editing tasks and quizzes, but these skills did not 
seem to translate into an ability to edit his own writing and perform well in that 
respect on the essay-writing tasks. In contrast, other students produced essays that 
exhibited a better command of grammar and broader linguistic repertoire, but 
these students were not able to locate errors on the editing tasks and quizzes to 
that same level. This planted questions in my mind about the assessment of 
grammatical ability in L2 academic writing and about the relationship between the 
skills needed to perform well on the editing tasks and on the grammatical aspects 
of essay writing. These questions have since developed into a doctoral research 
study. 
There is a substantial body of L2 writing assessment research that 
examines aspects of the writing task, rating scale, rating process, rater 
characteristics, and rater training (e.g., Barkaoui, 2007, 2010; Cumming, Kantor, 
& Powers, 2002; Elder, Barkhuizen, Knoch, & von Randow, 2007; Knoch, 2009; 
Lumley, 2002, 2005).  Some of these studies include assessment of grammar or 
other linguistic aspects as well (e.g., Barkaoui, 2007; Jarvis, Grant, Bikowski, & 
Ferris, 2003; Lumley, 2005). The majority of this research, however, has focused 
                                                 
1
 In these tasks and quizzes, students are presented with isolated sentences or whole paragraphs 
that contain grammatical errors. Students have to locate and correct these errors. Depending on the 
marking criteria, students may be awarded partial credit for locating the error and/or lose points 
for wrongly identifying or ―correcting‖ linguistic structures that did not need to be changed. (See 
Appendix A for an example editing quiz) 
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on large scale and often high-stakes writing exams, such as the TOEFL and 
IELTS, because of the large number of individuals who take these tests and 
because of the consequences that these tests have for the test takers. On the other 
hand, in-class L2 writing research that is related to grammar often centers on 
pedagogical questions such as how L2 writing teachers can provide effective 
feedback to their students so that learning can take place (see Ferris, 2002, 2003, 
2007 for an excellent overview of this research). Little in-class assessment 
research has been conducted on how L2 writing teachers assess grammar in 
classrooms and how this assessment affects learning (for one of the exceptions see 
Lee, 2007). 
In-class Assessment: A definition 
I use the term in-class assessment to mean assessment that takes place 
within the context of a course. It stands in contrast to the extensively researched 
high-stakes proficiency testing of L2 writing because in classroom assessment 
―the assessor is ... deeply involved in the assessment‖ (Fulcher & Davidson, 2007, 
pp. 27-28) and the teacher is in control of the assessment process and maybe even 
the assessment tasks. On the other hand, there is no or very little contact between 
test taker and assessor in large-scale assessments. At the same time, in-class 
assessment goes beyond formative assessment and/or Assessment for Learning 
(AFL), both of which are often associated with classroom assessment (Brookhart, 
2003; Fulcher & Davidson, 2007). Formative assessment is generally focused on 
student learning by helping students understand ―the standard of quality work 
with which their work is compared‖ (Brookhart, 2003, p. 7) and by ―evaluating 
students in the process of ‗forming‘ their competencies and skills with the goal of 
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helping them continue that growth process‖ (H. D. Brown, 2004, p. 6). AFL is a 
particular approach to formative assessment based on guiding principles 
developed by the Assessment Reform Group (2002). This approach requires 
active student involvement in the setting and understanding of assessment goals 
and in self and peer assessment process (Colby-Kelly & Turner, 2007). The 
purpose of summative assessment, in contrast, lies in ―summing-up‖ student 
achievement (Brookhart, 2003, p. 7), typically at the end of a course or unit (H. D. 
Brown, 2004); therefore, any assessment process that is used to calculate grades 
for report cards or course grades should be considered summative assessment 
(Brookhart, 2003).  
According to these definitions, what I refer to as in-class assessment for 
the purposes of the current study bears characteristics of both summative and 
formative assessment. The essay exams that were analyzed for this study count 
towards the students‘ final course grades and are designed to measure student 
achievement at the midpoint of the semester. However, teachers also use the 
exams as important formative assessment tools. The exams provide feedback to 
the students about their progress and information to the teacher regarding 
necessary adjustments to instruction. Both are important aspects of formative 
assessment (Assessment Reform Group, 2002; Brookhart, 2003; Fulcher & 
Davidson, 2007). At the same time, it bears characteristics of classroom 
assessment because the teachers are in control of the exam development and the 
overall assessment process. 
In brief, in-class assessment is characterized by contact and interaction 
between test takers (students) and assessors (teachers), in which teachers are in 
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charge of test design. At the same time, it has the dual function of (a) providing 
feedback to the students so that they can continue to improve and (b) measuring 
student achievement at a certain point in the course. 
The Study 
―Worrying about rating‖ (Hamp-Lyons, 2007, p. 1) in the L2 writing 
classroom is at the heart of the current study. The study‘s purpose is to investigate 
the in-class assessment process of grammatical ability from both teacher and 
student perspectives. This context has been underinvestigated, yet assessment in 
this context affects a large number of international and L2 students in Canada and 
elsewhere. Whereas students can usually satisfy university admission 
requirements for language proficiency by passing a high-stakes proficiency test 
such as the TOEFL or IELTS, passing additional ESL writing courses may be a 
requirement for graduation.
 2
 Consequently, not only do these academic writing 
courses for ESL students have the important pedagogical goal of ensuring that 
students are ready for academic study, but passing these courses also becomes an 
essential requirement for graduation. Although in-class assessment is not what is 
traditionally considered high-stakes, it plays, nonetheless, an important role in the 
lives of students who take these courses and who may suffer serious consequences 
as result of not passing.  For example, applications to graduate may be denied if 
students do not pass these required courses even though students have satisfied all 
other requirements of their academic degree program satisfactorily. ESL students, 
                                                 
2
 See, for example, the English language proficiency requirement policies posted on the websites 
of the following Canadian universities: Carleton University (2010), Memorial University (2010), 
St. Mary‘s University (2010), the University of Ottawa (2010), and the University of Toronto 
(n.d.). 
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therefore, have to pass important language tests both on the macro and the micro 
level: internationally recognized and well-researched proficiency tests such as the 
TOEFL or IELTS, on the one hand, and locally designed and administered 
language tests that do not receive the same level of attention in research. It is, 
therefore, important to examine assessment in these local contexts and thereby 
answer Hamp-Lyons‘ (2002) call to investigate writing assessment in a wide 
variety of contexts, especially when a large number of individuals are affected by 
the practice. 
Through an examination of teacher-independent indicators of what 
teachers attend to in academic essays when assessing grammar in L2 writing 
using a rating scale, this study sheds light on the underlying construct that 
teachers assess through two tasks: the error-editing task, a ―limited-production 
task‖ (Purpura, 2004, p. 134), and essay writing, a form of performance 
assessment (Norris, Brown, Hudson, & Yoshioka, 1998; Weigle, 2002). 
Furthermore, the study examines the relationship between scores and performance 
on these two forms of assessment commonly used in L2 writing classrooms. It 
also considers the students‘ perspective, by investigating their knowledge and 
perceptions of the assessment process and by examining the impact of the 
assessment process on the L2 writing and learning process in L2 academic writing 
classes. The study was conducted in two ESL academic writing classrooms at an 
English-medium Canadian university. Two teachers and their 33 students in a 
high-intermediate and an advanced level course
3
 participated. 
                                                 
3
 These labels refer to institutional ESL program levels. 
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The general purpose is to examine closely how L2 grammar is assessed in 
practice in a context where raters (the teachers) and test takers (the students) 
regularly interact with each other inside and outside the classroom. The focus lies 
on exploring the construct of L2 grammatical ability that teachers assess in their 
students‘ writing and the impact of the teachers‘ evaluation criteria on student 
writing and learning. In addition, the study examines the relationship between 
student performances on direct and indirect measures of grammatical ability. 
Specifically, I investigate the following detailed research questions: 
1. What indicators of grammatical ability do teachers attend to in their 
students‘ writing? 
2. Does students‘ performance on a limited-response grammar test, such as 
an error-editing test, correlate with their ability to self-edit their writing? 
3. What knowledge do students have about the indicators their teachers look 
for when assessing grammar in writing? 
4. How do the teachers‘ expectations impact the students‘ way of writing and 
learning? 
Overview of the Dissertation 
This dissertation comprises six chapters. Chapter 2 begins with an 
exploration of grammatical ability in L2 writing as a construct. A review of the L2 
assessment literature provides a framework and a point of comparison for the 
exploration of the construct or constructs employed by the teachers in this study. I 
draw here in particular on works by Bachman (1990), Bachman and Palmer 
(1996), Weigle (2002), and Purpura (2004). This is followed by an examination of 
how grammatical ability has been operationalized in text analysis studies of L2 
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writing. The research syntheses by Polio (1997, 2003), Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, 
and Kim (1998), and Ortega (2003) served as a starting point for this examination 
of the literature. In particular, measures of grammatical accuracy and complexity 
have been used in this kind of L2 writing research. To expand the 
operationalization of grammatical ability for the purposes of the current study, I 
draw on Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). Specifically, I explore the 
concepts of Theme and Rheme and how Theme-Rheme progression and 
information distribution between the Theme and the Rheme of a sentence can be 
used to analyze aspects of grammatical ability in L2 texts. 
Chapter 3 outlines the methodology and methods of this study. It begins 
with the detailed research questions followed by a description of the mixed 
methods triangulation design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007) selected to 
investigate these questions and of the student and teacher participants in this 
study. The development process of three data collection instruments (a student 
questionnaire and student and teacher interview protocols) and the data collection 
process for four data sources (student essay exams in addition to the three 
previously mentioned instruments) are outlined in detail. In terms of data analysis 
procedures, the chapter provides extensive background and rationale for coding 
decisions for the quantitative text-based analysis of student essay exams and 
describes the coding processes for the qualitative text-based analysis of the exams 
as well as the questionnaire and interview data. The chapter concludes with a 
description of the data integration process that necessarily follows the data 
analysis stage in a mixed methods research design. 
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Chapter 4 presents the findings from the different data sources. First, the 
results from the quantitative and qualitative text-based analyses of the essay 
exams are reported. This is followed by a description of the findings from the 
qualitative analysis of the questionnaire and interview data. The focus here is on 
the main themes that emerged from these data sources.  
In Chapter 5, I first use the results from this study to answer the research 
questions. I then discuss some of the findings by focusing on central issues that 
emerged during the data analysis. In particular, I focus on teachers‘ assessment 
criteria for the grammar grade. The chapter concludes with a return to the 
construct definition of grammatical ability in the assessment literature as a point 
of reference to discuss the teacher-assessed construct that emerged from the data 
in this study. 
Chapter 6 concludes this dissertation. I begin by summarizing the main 
findings of the data analysis, which lead to the implications this study has for L2 
writing teachers, L2 writing teacher educators, and the L2 writing classroom. The 
results also give rise to three recommendations to achieve improved validity and 
reliability for the assessment of grammatical ability in the L2 writing classroom.  
Contribution of the Study 
This study contributes to the L2 writing assessment literature by 
examining an underinvestigated context that has nonetheless a considerable 
impact on the students who are affected by this assessment. The fact that student 
voices are considered in the research design of this study is also an important 
contribution of this study to the literature on L2 assessment. The exploration of 
in-class assessment permits an examination of the interplay between L2 writing 
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pedagogy, L2 assessment, and the students‘ L2 learning and contributes to the 
understanding of classroom L2 assessment. Although washback is not the primary 
area of interest for the current study, the findings expand the understanding of the 
relationship between in-class assessment and its effect on learning. Therefore, 
both L2 writing researchers and practitioners, such as L2 writing teachers and L2 
writing program administrators, will benefit from these findings. If the findings 
have a positive impact on L2 writing pedagogy and assessment, students in these 
ESL writing courses, however, would be the ultimate beneficiaries. 
Stylistic Notes 
 At this point, I would like to make two stylistic notes that might help the 
reader of this dissertation. First, I would like to comment on the use of the 
pronoun I in this dissertation. The research reported here emerges from the L2 
writing and L2 assessment literature, and traditionally most of this research has 
been conducted in a quantitative research paradigm. Certainly, most of the 
research included in the review of the literature in Chapter 2 relies on quantitative 
research methods, with an emphasis on statistical analysis. However, because I 
have selected a mixed methods design for the current study, there is also a 
substantial qualitative component to the research. In reporting on this study, I 
have to strike a balance between the impersonal reporting style associated with 
quantitative research and the personal style linked to qualitative research 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Throughout this dissertation, the impersonal 
style dominates as a reflection of the stylistic conventions of the literature in 
which this dissertation is situated. When I report on data collection methods and 
analysis for the qualitative aspect of the study, however, I will use the pronoun I 
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more than would be expected in a purely quantitative dissertation. Hopefully, with 
this note, the reader will not find this stylistic switch disconcerting or surprising. 
Second, the use of certain acronyms and abbreviations of longer, repeatedly used 
terms and phrases is common in this dissertation. In order to help the reader keep 
track of these, a list of acronyms and abbreviations has been included at the 
beginning of this dissertation, following the lists of tables and figures.  
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide the theoretical background on the 
construct of grammar in L2 writing and the methodological framework of L2 text 
analysis for the research conducted in this dissertation. A construct definition of 
the ability or skill to be tested is the point of departure for any form of assessment 
(Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Purpura, 2004; Weigle, 2002). For 
this reason, this chapter begins with an overview and discussion of various models 
of language and/or grammar for the purposes of language use and/or testing to 
establish a point of comparison for the analysis of the teacher-assessed construct 
in the L2 academic writing classroom. The focus in this discussion is in particular 
on how these models apply to writing in a L2. This leads to a discussion of how 
grammatical ability has been operationalized in L2 writing research and of 
measures that have been used to analyze indicators of grammatical ability in L2 
texts. The purpose is to identify measures that would be useful as teacher-
independent, quantitative indicators of grammatical ability. Most of these 
measures focus on two constructs, linguistic accuracy and complexity.  Because 
of the limitations of these measures and their focus on the sentence level, I draw 
on systemic functional linguistics (SFL) and L2 writing research within this 
framework to expand the range of textual indicators beyond the clause and 
sentence level. This allows for a more complete examination of grammatical 
indicators teachers might attend to during the assessment process. 
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Grammatical Ability in L2 Writing: A Construct Definition 
 According to Bachman (1990), a theoretical construct ―clearly, precisely, 
and unambiguously‖ (p. 41) defines a language ability or a particular skill by 
specifying which characteristics or aspects of performance and/or behaviour are 
considered relevant to this definition. Attempts to do this for L2 writing are based 
on cognitive science research for L1 writing (Hayes, 1996; Hayes & Flower, 
1980; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1987) or the writing and testing literature for L2 
writing (Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Grabe & Kaplan, 1996; 
Weigle, 2002). In both L1 and L2 writing models, knowledge pertaining to 
content, form, and process as well as theoretical language knowledge are essential 
to produce texts. An important component of this language knowledge, in 
particular in the language testing literature, is grammatical knowledge because it 
is seen as indispensable in accomplishing a task in a L2 (Bachman, 1990; 
Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Weigle, 2002).  
To define the construct of L2 use for assessment purposes, it is essential to 
determine the factors that are involved in real-world language use and to 
determine which of these factors to be assessed are essential and which are not 
(Weigle, 2002). It is, therefore, indispensable to clearly define what grammatical 
knowledge and grammatical ability mean (Purpura, 2004). In order to define the 
construct, it is necessary to decide upon a list of components that one should and 
needs to measure when assessing an individual‘s grammatical ability (Douglas, 
2000). 
Canale and Swain‘s (1980) seminal article is one of the first attempts to 
define the construct of grammar within a theoretical model of communicative 
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language ability. In their model, communicative competence comprises three 
subcompetences: grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, and 
strategic competence (see Figure 1). Canale and Swain define grammatical 
competence as the ―knowledge of lexical items and of rules of morphology, 
syntax, sentence-grammar semantics, and phonology‖ (p. 29). Sociolinguistic 
competence is the knowledge of ―sociocultural rules of use and the rules of 
discourse‖ (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 30). Strategic competence refers to the 
ability to employ ―verbal and nonverbal communication strategies … to 
compensate for breakdowns in communication due to performance variables or to 
insufficient competence‖ (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 30). The division, however, 
between the three aspects of communicative competence (strategic, sociolinguistic 
and grammatical) is not as clear-cut as the model suggests. As the authors 
acknowledge, aspects of sociolinguistic competence may in fact turn out to be 
related to grammar: the rules of discourse, which Purpura (2004) and others label 
as cohesion and coherence, are a case in point. Coherence may in fact be just a 
subset of sociocultural rules governing a combination of communicative functions 
in written or oral discourse. That is, coherence refers to the ―underlying 
organizing structure making the words and sentences into a unified discourse that 
has cultural significance for those who create or comprehend it‖ (Tannen, 1984, p. 
xiv). Cohesion, on the other hand, relates to ―surface-level ties showing 
relationships among elements in the text‖ (Tannen, 1984, p. xiv), and these ties 
may be linked to other grammatical rules governing clausal, sentence, and 
suprasentential structure. The relationship between grammatical and 
sociolinguistic competence in Canale and Swain‘s (1980) model is clarified to 
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some extent by the addition of discourse competence to the communicative 
competence framework in later work (Canale, 1983a, 1983b), where discourse 
competence is defined as ―mastery of how to combine grammatical forms and 
meanings to achieve a unified spoken or written text in different genres‖ (Canale, 
1983a, p. 9). Canale‘s definition of discourse competence thereby establishes an 
important link between the knowledge of grammatical forms and the ability to use  
 
Figure 1. Visual representation of communicative competence in Canale and 
Swain (1980). 
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them to create meaningful discourse. At the same time, discourse competence 
goes beyond the ability to use grammar meaningfully because it also includes the 
ability to adjust discourse to the chosen mode (i.e., oral or written), the social 
context, and other conventions such as genre. It is, therefore, not appropriate to 
base a construct definition of grammatical ability in L2 writing on Canale‘s 
definition of discourse competence.  
Although Canale and Swain‘s discussion of grammatical competence may 
seem limited, we have to consider the purpose of their article: to provide a 
framework for communicative language teaching and testing that strikes a balance 
between language competence in the Chomskyan sense
4
 and the ability to use 
language appropriately within the social context (an important emphasis in 
Hymes, 1972). In that context, a detailed discussion of grammatical competence 
seems unnecessary since the authors argue that the Chomskyan definition is too 
narrow and that both sociolinguistic and strategic competence have to be 
considered. The focus, therefore, is not on grammatical competence but on the 
other two components of communicative competence. Despite its limited 
discussion of grammatical competence, the Canale and Swain model is important 
as a starting point for most subsequent attempts to define L2 abilities for the 
purposes of language assessment. 
Building upon work by Hymes (1972) and Canale and Swain (1980) 
among others, Bachman (1990) and Bachman and Palmer (1996) provide a 
framework of communicative language ability for the purposes of describing and 
                                                 
4
 Competence here refers to a theory of grammar and knowledge of linguistic rules that can be 
used to produce sentences (Chomsky, 1965). 
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analyzing language in testing situations. In both versions of the model, language 
competence (Bachman, 1990) or language knowledge (Bachman & Palmer, 
1996), together with knowledge of the world and strategic competence, explains 
language use and performance on test tasks. Language knowledge is comprised of 
organizational and pragmatic knowledge. Organizational knowledge consists of 
grammatical and textual knowledge, and pragmatic knowledge of functional and 
sociolinguistic competence (see Figure 2). As in Canale and Swain (1980), 
grammatical knowledge consists of knowledge of vocabulary, morphology, 
syntax, and phonology/graphology. Likewise, aspects that might be seen as part of 
grammatical ability are included in the model under a separate competence: 
Textual knowledge is the ability to produce and comprehend texts of two or more 
utterances, and one of its key components is cohesion. Although cohesion also 
draws on vocabulary knowledge through lexical cohesive ties, the use of 
reference, substitution, ellipsis, and conjunctions, in fact, requires grammatical 
knowledge. A more complete picture of the construct of grammar emerges, 
therefore, if one considers Bachman‘s (1990) and Bachman and Palmer‘s (1996) 
organizational knowledge as the definition of grammatical knowledge and not just 
what they refer to as grammatical knowledge in their model. 
For L2 writing assessment, Weigle (2002) proposes a language ability 
model that combines elements of the Bachman (1990), Bachman and Palmer 
(1996), and Douglas (2000) models. Like Douglas, Weigle relies heavily on 
Bachman and Palmer‘s definition of language knowledge: The categories of 
grammatical, textual, functional, and sociolinguistic knowledge (with the same 
subcomponents) were retained although the differentiation between organizational 
  
 
 
Figure 2. Bachman‘s (1990) and Bachman and Palmer‘s (1996) model of language competence.
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and pragmatic knowledge as umbrella terms was eliminated. Bachman and 
Palmer‘s definition of grammatical knowledge was, therefore, adopted 
unchanged. Although both Douglas and Weigle have an interesting and insightful 
perspective to offer for testing language for specific purposes and the performance 
assessment of L2 writing, the contribution these two authors offer towards 
defining the construct of grammar in writing beyond the Bachman and Palmer 
model is limited.  
While recognizing the contributions made by Canale and Swain (1980) 
and Bachman and Palmer (1996), Purpura (2004) is also critical of both models in 
his discussion of the role of grammar in communicative competence because the 
association between form and meaning is not clear and the definition of grammar 
too narrow: 
Even though Canale and Swain acknowledged that both form and meaning 
constituted interrelated features of grammatical competence, they failed to 
distinguish how the two were associated. Similarly, they failed to 
articulate the relationship between grammatical competence and the other 
competencies in their framework. In other words, no explanation was 
provided on how their framework accounted for cases in which grammar 
was used to encode meanings beyond the sentence level or meanings that 
were implied without being said. (pp. 53-54) 
Purpura (2004) also sees the Bachman and Palmer (1996) model of grammatical 
knowledge as too narrow because several components refer only to sentence-
based elements of phonology, graphology, vocabulary, and syntax. Whilst useful 
for testing linguistic form, Bachman and Palmer‘s definition also fails to ―account 
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for situations where a student might know the form but be unclear about the 
meaning. Nor does it differentiate between the different types of meanings that 
grammatical forms encode‖ (Purpura, 2004, p. 55). 
As a solution to these criticisms, Purpura (2004) puts forward his own 
definition of grammar for the purposes of language testing. For Purpura, 
knowledge refers to ―a set of informational structures that are built up through 
experience and stored in long-term memory‖ (p. 85). Ability, on the other hand, is 
more than these mental representations of language; it is the ―individual‘s 
capacity to utilize mental representations of language knowledge‖ (Purpura, 2004, 
p. 86). Consequently, grammatical ability is more than language knowledge; it 
also draws on the individual‘s metacognitive strategies such as goal setting, 
planning, and assessing (Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996) as well as 
cognitive strategies like associating and clarifying to communicate written or oral 
messages (Purpura, 2004). In other words, grammatical ability refers to the ability 
to use language knowledge stored in long-term memory when one carries out 
tasks or participates in communication in that language. 
There are two further differences between Purpura‘s and the preceding 
models of grammar. First, grammatical knowledge consists of grammatical form 
and grammatical meaning. This is particularly important if the purpose of an 
evaluation tool is to assess the test takers‘ ability to convey a message not only 
accurately but also meaningfully. According to Purpura, this can only be done if 
grammatical form and meaning are considered jointly and both form part of the 
construct definition of grammatical ability. Therefore, any assessment of 
grammatical ability needs to evaluate the test takers ability to use linguistic forms 
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accurately and appropriately in terms of meanings associated with the form and 
the intended communicative message. Second, Purpura‘s model includes 
cohesion, information management, and interaction in addition to the components 
contained in what Canale and Swain (1980), Bachman (1990), and Bachman and 
Palmer (1996) call grammatical competence or knowledge (i.e., phonology/ 
graphology, lexicon, morphology, and syntax). Information management refers to 
those skills required to organize the structure of information and discourse 
effectively into text and discourse. This involves, on the one hand, knowledge of 
and the ability to use cohesive form and meaning to express links between 
constituents, clauses, and sentences using referential forms, that is demonstratives, 
substitution, ellipsis, and logical connectors (Purpura, 2004). On the other hand, 
writers work with emphatic structures, marked word order, and the placement of 
given/new information in text organization to manage the information in their 
texts (Purpura, 2004). 
The strengths of Purpura‘s model of grammatical ability vis-à-vis the other 
models lie in its more comprehensive rendering of this ability. The ability is not 
just defined on the sentence level but includes knowledge on the suprasentential 
and text level, which is necessary to construct texts that communicate effectively. 
Furthermore, the model explicitly defines the assessment criteria of grammatical 
ability as more than accuracy in linguistic form by including the ability to use 
these forms appropriately, such as the structuring of the overall discourse and the 
selection of linguistic forms appropriate to the context. I will, therefore, adopt 
Purpura‘s model as the theoretical construct definition for the purposes of my 
study. 
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When grammar is assessed in the L2 writing classroom, teachers have to 
decide what the most appropriate assessment tool is for their assessment purpose. 
For grammar, these forms of assessment fall somewhere on the continuum 
between performance assessments where the test task is very close to what 
students need to do in the real-world when they use the language (Norris et al., 
1998; Weigle, 2002) and discrete-point grammar tests where students are only 
required to select a response (Purpura, 2004). Performance assessments are 
considered more authentic and therefore have greater predictive validity; that is, 
predictions on how test takers will likely perform on a similar task in the real 
world can be made based on their performance on the test (Norris et al., 1998; 
Purpura, 2004). The more focused grammar tasks, on the other hand, allow 
teachers and testers to ascertain the students‘ or test takers‘ control over a 
particular grammatical feature or linguistic aspect; in this way, they can serve as 
an indicator of the students‘ grammatical knowledge in particular areas (Purpura, 
2004). If teachers use both assessment tools in the writing classroom, the question 
is whether student performances on these two measures are related. Do students 
who perform well on one measure also perform well on the other and vice versa, 
or does the level of performance on one measure not predict the level of 
performance on the other? In other words, do these two tests of grammar measure 
the same, a similar, or a related construct of grammatical ability? 
Keeping in mind Purpura‘s (2004) model as the theoretical construct 
definition of grammatical ability, I will now turn to an examination of how 
grammatical ability has been operationalized in empirical studies that use the 
analysis of L2 texts as a research methodology. A detailed analysis of L2 texts is 
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crucial in understanding the assessment of grammatical ability because of the role 
these texts play in the assessment of L2 performance. The texts, along with the 
rater who assigns the grade and the rating scale used by the rater, influence the 
score or grade for this performance (McNamara, 1996; Upshur & Turner, 1999). 
Analysizing the L2 texts will therefore shed light on the teachers‘ assessment 
criteria and the theoretical construct upon which they base their assessment. 
Grammatical Ability in L2 Writing: Operationalizations in L2 Text Analysis 
Studies 
Based on Purpura‘s (2004) model of grammatical ability, we would expect 
to find grammatical accuracy to be a key construct in the assessment of 
grammatical ability in L2 writing. On the surface this appears to be the case, but 
in looking closely one sees that grammatical ability is not operationalized only as 
accuracy. Instead, many studies rely on operationalizations of grammatical 
accuracy in conjunction with grammatical complexity to obtain more 
comprehensive indicators of test takers‘ language proficiency or level of linguistic 
performance. Accuracy reflects the degree of ―conformity of second language 
knowledge to target language norms‖ (Wolfe-Quintero et al., p. 4) whereas 
complexity reveals the level of sophistication and variation in the use of L2 
language structures (Wolfe-Quintero et al.). An increase in these two areas is seen 
as an indicator of L2 language development towards higher levels of proficiency.  
This is based on the assumption in L2 developmental research that accuracy and 
complexity increase as L2 proficiency develops (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). 
These two concepts can be applied to a number of linguistic levels, and grammar 
is one of them. Grammatical accuracy then is the degree to which the L2 writers‘ 
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use of grammatical features and structures in their texts corresponds to acceptable 
norms in the L2. Grammatical complexity, on the other hand, is characterized by a 
greater variety of syntactic patterns and structural choices that L2 writers have at 
their disposal (Wolfe-Quintero et al.). Both accuracy and complexity are very 
important to how L2 writing researchers have operationalized and assessed 
proficiency in studies on the development or nature of L2 grammatical 
proficiency within text-based research methodologies (e.g., Polio, 2001, 2003; 
Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998) and text or discourse examinations of proficiency 
levels in language testing research (e.g., A. Brown, Iwashita, & McNamara, 2005; 
Cumming et al., 2006; Cumming et al., 2005).  
 The initial literature review in this dissertation on accuracy and complexity 
measures in L2 writing was motivated by the work done by Ortega (2003), Polio 
(1997), and Wolfe-Quintero et al. (1998). To include more recent literature, the 
search was then expanded to recent issues of journals where one would expect to 
find published research that uses measures of grammatical accuracy and 
complexity in studies of L2 writing and/or language assessment, such as the 
Journal of Second Language Writing and Language Assessment Quarterly. If the 
reference list of identified studies included additional references using these 
measures, these new studies were also included in the review. Below, I will 
summarize first the literature on the use of grammatical accuracy measures and 
then the literature on the use of grammatical complexity measures. 
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Operationalizations of grammatical accuracy. 
In L2 writing research, grammatical accuracy is measured using three 
different approaches: rating scales, number of error-free production units, and 
number of errors (Polio, 1997). I will discuss these in turn. 
Rating scales are often used to operationalize grammatical ability in 
studies where this construct is a secondary variable and not the main focus of the 
study. In some of these studies, grammatical accuracy is not measured as a 
separate construct. Rather, it is assessed jointly with complexity under an 
assessment criterion labelled language use, as is the case in Jacobs, Zinkgraf, 
Wormuth, and Hartfiel‘s (1981) ESL Composition Profile. The Composition 
Profile has been adapted for research purposes in some studies whose focus does 
not lie on grammatical ability (e.g., Cumming, 1989; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 
1992; Tsang, 1996). Cumming investigates the influence of writing expertise and 
second language proficiency on the performance of L2 writers on different writing 
tasks. Here, a simplified Composition Profile served to determine the quality of 
written texts, and language use was one of the assessment criteria. Hedgcock and 
Lefkowitz used the Composition Profile to assess the impact of collaborative peer 
review sessions on the final draft of writing assignments. Tsang, in turn, 
employed the Composition Profile to assess the writing performance of high 
school students who followed one of three English as a foreign language (EFL) 
programs.  
Rating scale developers also often include the construct of grammatical or 
linguistic accuracy in the development of a rating scale for L2 writing 
performance assessment. Accuracy can be a separate assessment criterion on the 
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rating scale for a writing test (Hamp-Lyons & Henning, 1991; Zentralstelle für 
das Auslandsschulwesen, 2009). Alternatively, the assessment of grammatical 
accuracy can be integrated into a more global language use assessment criterion 
on the rating scale. This is true in the case of the Ontario ESL Test (Wesche, 
1987), the DELNA (Knoch, 2009), the CAEL (Canadian Academic English 
Language Assessment, n.d.), the IELTS (International English Language Testing 
System, n.d.-a, n.d.-b), and the TOEFL iBT (Educational Testing Service, 2004). 
This second approach is similar to the one that had been adopted in the 
development of the Jacobs et al. (1981) Composition Profile. 
A much smaller number of researchers choose to devise a new rating scale 
for the purposes of their research. Tarone et al. (1993), for example, developed 
their own rating scale to track L2 writing development of Southeast Asian 
immigrants in schools and at university. Here, grammatical accuracy was one of 
four assessment criteria on the rating scale. Interestingly, Tarone et al. did not 
include linguistic or grammatical complexity as a criterion in their scale; instead, 
they selected fluency, one of whose descriptors, however, refers to complexity.  
Very few researchers seem to develop their own ratings scales. This may 
be due to the convenience of readily available ratings scales like the Jacobs et al. 
(1981) Composition Profile, on the one hand, and the time investment necessary 
to develop a new scale, on the other. Despite its convenience, the Composition 
Profile has disadvantages for research purposes. The scale does not allow the 
researcher to separate the constructs of grammatical accuracy and complexity 
because they are assessed together under language use. Substantial time 
investment would, therefore, be required to develop a rating scale that would 
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assess these two constructs separately. To achieve that, however, researchers seem 
to invest this time in using other accuracy (and complexity) measures, such as the 
number of error-free production units and the number of errors as measures of 
grammatical accuracy.  
Both of these measures can be presented as frequency counts or ratios. 
Frequency counts are problematic because variation in values is due to both 
language ability itself and overall text length (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). 
Consequently, ratios are more meaningful because errors are counted in relation 
to overall text length, which is measured by the number of words, clauses, 
sentences, or T-units
5
. For this reason, my review focuses on accuracy ratios. 
By far the most commonly used accuracy ratios in L2 writing research are 
the error-free T-units per T-unit (EFT/T) and errors per T-unit (E/T) ratios 
(Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). The information obtained from these two measures 
is very different, however. The first one just describes the ratio between EFTs and 
the total number of T-units; it does not differentiate between how many T-units 
contain one error and how many contain multiple errors. The E/T, on the other 
hand, is a more precise ratio in that respect and indicates, at least on average, how 
many errors writers make per T-unit.  
The EFT/T has been used in a number of studies to investigate the 
relationship between performance on this ratio and assigned scores on a rating 
scale, L2 (writing) development, or other tests or comparisons of language ability 
(Arnaud, 1992; Arthur, 1979; Henry, 1996; Ishikawa, 1995; Iwashita, Brown, 
McNamara, & O'Hagan, 2008; Larsen-Freeman, 1978, 1983; Larsen-Freeman & 
                                                 
5
 Hunt (1965) defined the T-unit as one independent clause plus all its dependent clauses. 
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Strom, 1977; Tapia, 1993; Vann, 1979; Wigglesworth & Storch, 2009). In the 
following, I will discuss the use of the EFT/T in two studies that highlight some 
of the issues concerning this measure. Casanave (1994) used this measure to track 
L2 writers‘ progress in a longitudinal study. She analyzed various journals written 
by 16 EFL students in a three-semester writing program at a Japanese university 
and found that, as is to be expected, the EFT/T ratio increased with time for two-
thirds of the participants in her study (i.e., texts contain a higher number of EFTs 
in relation to the total number of T-units). Surprisingly, however, the ratio 
decreased for the remaining third. Although Casanave did not test her results for 
statistical significance, they seem to indicate that this measure is indeed able to 
track changes in L2 writers‘ language development. Casanave‘s analysis also 
reveals that overall change is not as one might predict and that patterns of 
development for individual writers are different: Some show a steady 
improvement, some show a steady decline, and others show a combination of both 
on the EFT/T measure. Her discussion as to what might explain these 
developments is inconclusive. These results, nevertheless, highlight the 
importance of using the EFT/T in conjunction with other measures because the 
ratio alone cannot fully describe, explain, or illustrate the developmental path of 
accuracy in L2 writing. 
Ishikawa (1995) also used the EFT/T to track L2 development, in her case 
over a three-month period. She used the measure to objectively assess changes in 
her participants‘ writing proficiency. In Ishikawa‘s sample, EFT/T ratios at the 
pre- and posttest and between the two classes in her study did not measure a 
statistically significant difference in L2 accuracy. Her study confirms then that T-
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units appear not to be suitable for low-proficiency learners. Ishikawa states that, at 
this level, 
differences occurring at the (shortest possible) clause level are sufficient 
for significance at the .001 level, but few differences are large enough at 
the much longer T-unit level. The proficiency level at which T-unit 
analysis could become effective … seems to be higher than that in this 
study, but still remains essentially undefined. (p. 63) 
The EFT/T then may not be fine-grained enough as a measure to detect the 
developmental path of accuracy in L2 writing (Casanave, 1994), especially at the 
lower proficiency levels (Ishikawa, 1995). This may be because both single and 
multiple errors exclude a T-unit from the overall tally and this qualitative 
difference is not captured by the EFT/T. 
Variations of the EFT/T ratio have also been used in research, but these 
alternatives are not as frequently utilized as the EFT/T itself. Researchers have 
calculated EFTs per total number of sentences (EFT/S; Ishikawa, 1995), error-free 
sentences per total number of sentences (EFS/S; Tapia, 1993), and error-free 
clauses per total number of clauses (EFC/C; e.g., Ishikawa, Tapia), sentences 
(EFC/S; Ishikawa), or T-units (EFC/T; Ishikawa). These measures do not 
consistently discriminate between writers at different levels of proficiency. 
Ishikawa obtained statistically significant results for the EFC/C and EFC/T in one 
analysis but not in another.
 6
 The EFS/S and EFC/C, on the other hand, did not 
show significant differences between the 54 advanced-level students in Tapia‘s 
                                                 
6
 Ishikawa (1995) studied the development of low proficiency writers in university language 
courses over a three-month period. She does not provide any information about what she means by 
low proficiency. 
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analysis of the effects of cognitive demand of the writing topic on the L2 writing 
performance. However, the same issues discussed above in relation to the EFT/T 
also of course apply to its variations. 
The E/T, the second most commonly used accuracy ratio, has also been 
employed for different purposes. Flahive and Snow (1980) tested the measure as 
one of four objective tools to assess the possibility of distinguishing between 
writers at six proficiency levels
7
 on the basis of these objective measures. The 
researchers analyzed a large sample of 300 compositions (50 at each level) written 
on similar topics under comparable and timed conditions. The results show that 
the E/T was not able to discriminate well among the different proficiency levels, 
especially at the intermediate levels. Perkins (1980), Perkins and Leahy (1980), 
and Homburg (1984) also employed this measure to evaluate holistic ratings of 
ESL compositions. Perkins (1980) found a statistically significant relationship 
between E/T ratios and holistic ratings whereas Perkins and Leahy (1980) did not. 
Finally, Kuiken and Vedder (2008) used the E/T to examine differences in written 
output of French and Spanish L2 writers under different task conditions, and the 
E/T differentiated among texts by the different groups
8
 in their study. 
Researchers have also employed variations of the E/T.  Li (2000) 
calculated errors per sentence to examine linguistic differences in terms of 
accuracy among different e-mail writing tasks performed by a group of EFL 
learners. Bardovi-Harlig and Bofman (1989), Fischer (1984), and Ellis and Yuan 
                                                 
7
 These levels were determined by performance on a proficiency test. 
8
 Differences in proficiency levels among these groups were defined by length of study in a 
university language program (i.e., one to three years). 
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(2004), on the other hand, used the error per clause ratio and found statistically 
significant differences for different performance levels in L2 writing assessment. 
Researchers also have the option of calculating accuracy ratios of 
performance on a particular grammatical feature. The obligatory context analysis, 
common in L2 acquisition research (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005), falls into this 
category. One example of this analysis is Morris‘ (1998) analysis of verbal 
accuracy: She calculated the percentage of finite verbs correct in terms of form, 
aspect, and tense per obligatory context of finite verbs. Although Morris did not 
compare writers of different proficiency levels, she used the measure to 
investigate whether teachers‘ intuitions that women write more accurately than 
men are correct. She did not find any statistically significant difference between 
the groups. However, it might well be that if she had investigated different levels 
of proficiency this measure might have been able to distinguish between groups.  
Cumming and Mellow (1996) calculated yet another ratio: They analyzed 
obligatory and correctly supplied contexts for three grammatical features in ESL 
student compositions to investigate the relationship of these accuracy ratios to 
language proficiency and L1 writing expertise. Definite and indefinite article use 
and usage of the third person and plural –s were chosen for the analysis. The 
researchers only found significant differences between intermediate and advanced 
L1 French students for the indefinite article measure. The results were similar for 
the L1 Japanese students, except that the definite article measure distinguished 
with statistical significance between the two proficiency levels
9
. None of the 
                                                 
9
 Proficiency levels were determined by a university interview and placement test as well as 
residence in Ontario, Canada. 
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measures were related significantly to L1 writing proficiency
10
; however, the 
researchers did find an interaction between article use, L2 proficiency, and L1 
writing expertise. These measures differ somewhat from the other accuracy ratios 
discussed in this section in that correct usage is counted rather than errors; 
however, for their sample and on the features that Cumming and Mellow selected, 
the accuracy ratios were not able to measure differences in grammatical 
performance of these L2 writers. 
Independently of the accuracy measure and ratio chosen for a particular 
research context, researchers have to decide what is considered and counted as an 
error. The range of what researchers have done in the past varies widely. Some 
researchers, like Cumming and Mellow (1996) and Morris (1998), focus on 
particular grammatical features. Others count errors in certain categories such as 
syntactic, morphological, and lexical-idiomatic errors (Bardovi-Harlig & Bofman, 
1989) or calculate degrees of accuracy on select grammatical features (Iwashita et 
al., 2008; Wigglesworth, 1997). A third group of researchers does not use error 
categories but tabulates different errors jointly to assess accuracy. Furthermore, 
researchers have to determine the scope of what is included and excluded in the 
error count, especially for general accuracy ratios such as the EFT/T and the E/T. 
S. Zhang (1987), for example, simply counts all errors related to spelling, 
punctuation, semantics, and grammar. Polio, Fleck, and Leder (1998), on the other 
hand, consider the same range of errors but exclude spelling. As Polio (1997) 
points out, the construct of accuracy is of interest to researchers for a variety of 
reasons; consequently, what counts and does not count as an error varies notably 
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 Data on this variable was available for the French L1 group but not the Japanese L1 students. 
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from one study and one measure to the next. It is the research purpose, the 
research question, and the practical considerations that ultimately determine the 
operationalization of accuracy in different research contexts. 
In summary, of the two most commonly used accuracy ratios, the E/T ratio 
is the measure that provides a more detailed picture of accuracy levels in L2 texts 
than the EFT/T for two reasons. First, the information regarding error quantity in 
a text is more precise than with the EFT/T. Second, the E/T allows for the 
possibility of conducting error counts by category, as Bardovi-Harlig and Bofman 
(1989) have done. This also provides more detailed information about the types of 
errors contained in a text. The E/T, therefore, seems the most suitable measure of 
those discussed in this section in operationalizing grammatical accuracy. 
Operationalizations of grammatical complexity. 
Grammatical complexity is an important complementary construct to 
grammatical accuracy. It must also be considered in order to operationalize 
grammatical ability comprehensively.  As Skehan (1996, 1998, 2009) has argued, 
there is a trade-off between accuracy and complexity for oral, task-based contexts 
in language performance. If the trade-off hypothesis holds true — Skehan (2009)  
and Li (2000) present partial evidence for this — accuracy measures on their own 
do not tell the whole story about language ability in L2 texts. Accuracy has to be 
considered jointly with complexity. Furthermore, even when complexity is not 
part of rating scale descriptors, raters of L2 writing attend to grammatical 
complexity in conjunction with grammatical accuracy when assessing language 
use in L2 texts (Lumley, 2005). 
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In addition, the analysis of grammatical and/or syntactic complexity in L2 
writing research is important ―because of the assumption that language 
development entails, among other processes, the growth of an L2 learner‘s 
syntactic repertoire and her or his ability to use that repertoire appropriately in a 
variety of situations‖ (Ortega, 2003, p. 492). This means (a) that the learners have 
both basic and sophisticated structures at their disposal as their proficiency and 
language abilities increase and (b) that (it is assumed) L2 writers can then choose 
the structure that best fits the context and the purpose of the communicative 
situation (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). However, the construct of complexity is 
also somewhat controversial as an indicator of L2 writing proficiency because of 
the ―indirect nature of the relationship between syntax and writing quality‖ (Beers 
& Nagy, 2009, p. 187). Both Beers and Nagy (2009) and Ortega (2003) caution 
not to assume that linguistically more complex language leads to higher quality 
texts. On the contrary, ―simple sentences are sometimes the most powerful, and 
… it is variety of sentence structure, not complexity of sentence structure, that 
makes texts flow‖ (Beers & Nagy, 2009, p. 187). Instead, Beers and Nagy argue 
complexity should be considered a necessary but not sufficient condition for good 
writing. Ortega (2003) agrees that an understanding of how syntactic complexity 
develops with proficiency adds to our understanding of the L2 writing 
development as a whole but is not meaningful in its own right. Therefore, 
complexity seems an important complementary indicator of language ability in L2 
writing in addition to accuracy and other measures. 
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Grammatically complex writing is characterized by grammatical variation 
and sophistication (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998), which can be measured 
quantitatively: 
1. by analyzing production units such as T-units, sentences, clauses, and 
words in terms of each other (Ortega, 2003; Polio, 2001; Wolfe-Quintero 
et al., 1998), 
2. by counting certain grammatical features per production unit (Polio, 2001; 
Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998), or  
3. by measuring the length of production units (Ortega, 2003).  
Length measures are considered measures of complexity by some (Byrnes, 
Maxim, & Norris, 2010; Li, 2000; Norris & Ortega, 2009; Ortega, 2003; Polio, 
2001) and indicators of fluency by others (Sasaki, 2004; Silva, 1993; Wolfe-
Quintero et al., 1998). For this reason, I have decided to exclude them from the 
methodological review for the current study. Instead, I shall focus on complexity 
measures that belong to the first two categories of measures.  
As was discussed in relation to accuracy measures, ratios are more detailed 
and meaningful quantitative measures of complexity than frequencies or rating 
scales. Unlike frequencies, ratios are delimited by a denominator and, therefore, 
facilitate comparison across samples of varying text length. In addition, they 
provide a more precise picture of complexity than a score on a complexity rating 
scale could. 
Most frequently, L2 writing researchers employ complexity ratios that fall 
into the first of the above-mentioned categories; that is, production units are 
measured in relation to each other. Of these measures, the clause per T-unit ratio 
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(C/T) is the most common (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). Researchers have used 
this measure with mixed results: Some studies have shown that the C/T is 
certainly able to distinguish writing performance at different program or 
proficiency levels
11
 (Byrnes et al., 2010; Casanave, 1994; Cooper, 1976; 
Cumming et al., 2005; Flahive & Snow, 1980; Hirano, 1991, cited in Wolfe-
Quintero et al., 1998; Iwashita, 2006 for oral proficiency). In other analyses, this 
measure did not detect differences in proficiency or performance levels
12
 
(Bardovi-Harlig & Bofman, 1989; Cumming et al., 2006; Ishikawa, 1995; 
Iwashita et al., 2008 for oral proficiency; Kameen, 1979; Kuiken & Vedder, 2008; 
Perkins, 1980; Wigglesworth & Storch, 2009). The C/T measure seems to be able 
to discriminate writing performance at different program or school levels at all 
levels of proficiency; however, the measure may be less useful for detecting 
relatively short-term gains (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). 
Other, less commonly used ratios that analyze different production units in 
relation to each other include the clause per sentence ratio (C/S), the dependent 
clause per clause ratio (DC/C), the dependent clause per T-unit ratio (DC/T), and 
the complex T-unit per T-unit (CT/T) ratio (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). 
Ishikawa (1995) used the C/S with varied findings: For one of the groups in her 
analysis, the measure objectively tracked the L2 writers‘ development but did not 
                                                 
11
 Proficiency or program level was defined by the researchers in the following ways: Byrnes et al. 
(2010), Casanave (1994), Cooper (1976), and Iwashita (2006): length of study in a university 
language program; Cumming et al. (2005): scores on a proficiency test; and Flahive and Snow 
(1980): course placement in university intensive English program. This information was not 
available for Hirano (1991). 
12
 Differences in performance or proficiency were determined by the following conditions: 
Cumming et al. (2006), Iwashita et al. (2008), Perkins (1980), and Wigglesworth and Storch 
(2009): performance on a proficiency test; Bardovi-Harlig and Bofman (1989): results of a 
university placement test; Ishikawa (1995) and Kuiken and Vedder (2008): length of university 
study; and Kameen (1979): ―college-level ESL students‖ (p. 343). 
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capture changes in development with statistical significance in the other. Other 
researchers chose to investigate the degree of subordination and coordination to 
assess the level of grammatical complexity in L2 texts. The DC/C and DC/T are 
two examples of subordination ratios because they both calculate the percentage 
of dependent clauses per total number of clauses or T-units. Hirano (1991, cited in 
Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998) and Kameen (1979) employed the DC/C to 
investigate the characteristics of texts with certain scores on holistic ratings scales 
whereas Wigglesworth and Storch (2009) used the measure to examine 
differences between individual and paired writing. Hirano found a statistically 
significant relationship between holistic scores and the DC/C, but Kameen as well 
as Wigglesworth and Storch did not. Kameen explains this finding by reference to 
changes in other objective measures: It seems that more proficient writers in his 
sample produced longer but not more complex T-units. In other words, T-units 
did not show more embedding of dependent clauses but longer prepositional, 
infinitive and participle phrases. Homburg (1984), Iwashita et al. (2008), and 
Vann (1979) used the DC/T instead of the DC/C, and in Homburg‘s study the 
measure differentiated between proficiency levels whereas it did not in Iwashita et 
al.‘s and Vann‘s studies.13 Iwashita (2006) used both these ratios, and both 
measures discriminated between different levels of oral proficiency in the two 
studies.
14
 Finally, Casanave (1994) used the CT/T to assess subordination by 
calculating the percentage of complex T-units, ―those with at least one 
                                                 
13
 Levels of proficiency were determined as follows: Vann (1979), Homburg (1984), and Iwashita 
et al. (2008): scores on proficiency tests; Casanave (1994) and Iwashita (2006): length of study in 
a university language program.  
14
 Level of proficiency was determined by length of study in a university language program. 
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subordinate or embedded clause‖ (p. 186), to assess if the participants‘ writing 
became more complex over the course of three semesters. Indeed, she found 
statistically significant differences in their writing using this measure. 
Other researchers select complexity ratios to assess the degree of 
coordination in written texts. Cooper (1976), Homburg (1984), and Ishikawa 
(1995) all used the T-unit per sentence ratio (T/S) but did not find statistically 
significant differences in coordination between the writing samples in their 
studies. Iwashita (2006), on the other hand, calculated the independent clause per 
T-unit ratio (IC/T) and the independent clause per clause ratio (IC/C). The IC/T 
discriminated between the two oral proficiency levels in her study whereas the 
IC/C did not.  
A small number of researchers also utilized ratios of certain grammatical 
features per production unit to study complexity in L2 texts. In his study of 
syntactic patterns in German as a foreign language, Cooper (1976) analyzed a 
randomly selected subset of 10 T-units for each of the 50 texts written by the 
participants. He tabulated the frequency of complex nominal structures
15
 and 
adverbial clauses per 10 T-units, but only the increase in complex nominal 
structures was statistically significant among the five proficiency levels he 
analyzed. Yau (1991), on the other hand, calculated the number of complex 
nominals per T-unit and per clause. She argues that combining the measure of 
complex nominals with T-unit and clause length measures is more informative 
                                                 
15
 Headed nominals expanded by adjectives, nouns, relative clauses or relative clause reductions, 
prepositional or infinitive phrases, participles or participial phrases, and non-headed nominals such 
as infinitive phrases are considered complex nominal phrases (Yau, 1991). Cooper included most 
of these in his analysis. 
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than length measures alone because the latter method only measures that the T-
unit grows, but does not indicate how. If length increases due to complex 
nominals, this reflects more complex growth and is, therefore, a good indicator of 
complexity. Both Cooper and Yau find statistically significant differences on this 
measure between different proficiency levels in their sample. Iwashita (2006), in 
contrast, chooses verb phrases as the indicator of complexity. She calculates the 
ratio of non-finite verbs (i.e. bare infinitives, to infinitives, gerunds and infinitive 
phrases) to T-units and clauses; both ratios did not detect a statistically significant 
difference between the two proficiency levels in her study. Iwashita et al. (2008) 
used a variation of this ratio by tabulating the total number of verb phrases per T-
unit. This verb phrase ratio distinguished with statistical significance between 
proficiency levels when utterance length was considered as a covariate. 
Bygate (1999) also analysed a verb-related indicator but focused on verb 
arguments, defined as either a subject, direct or indirect object, or an adverbial or 
prepositional complement and calculated as the ―mean number of verb arguments 
per finite verb‖ (p. 197). A low score reflects the fact that the speaker produces 
simple structures consisting of only subject and verb or subject, verb, and 
complement rather than more complex combinations. It is expected that the 
number of verb arguments increases with proficiency. Bygate used this measure 
to compare the characteristics of language produced on a narrative and an 
argumentative oral task and found statistically significant differences between the 
two on this measure. Differences can be in part explained by the fact that speakers 
relied much more on formulaic phrases like ―I think …‖ and ―I believe that …‖ 
with only one verb argument on the argumentative tasks but did not use these 
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structures as frequently on the narrative task (Bygate, 1999). When using this 
measure to assess language development or changes in proficiency, it may, 
therefore, be absolutely paramount to compare verb arguments on similar tasks 
and not across different tasks. 
In summary, the most commonly used of all complexity measures is the 
C/T ratio, which has been proven to have discriminatory power in a number of 
studies. Other related measures have only been used in very few studies; it is, 
therefore, difficult to estimate their potential as research tools for the current 
study. Few studies have employed measures that do not analyze the degree of 
subordination, coordination, and the number of (finite and non-finite) clauses 
overall. These alternative measures include the ratio of complex nominals 
(Cooper, 1976; Yau, 1991) and the analysis of verb phrases and complements 
(Bygate, 1999; Iwashita, 2006; Iwashita et al., 2008). 
Wolfe-Quintero et al. (1998) defined complexity as grammatically 
sophisticated and varied. As Polio (2001) points out, however, the tools to 
measure complexity discussed above do not evaluate variety of structures, only 
the degree of sophistication. Variety is an important concept, especially since 
complex structures may be indicative of development, but, as Beers and Nagy 
(2009) and Ortega (2003) indicate, good writing is characterized not only by 
complex but also by varied structures.  
One way in which grammatical variety has been measured is through 
variety of verb forms, including tense, aspect, modality, and voice (Ellis & Yuan, 
2004; Foster & Skehan, 1996). Variety of verb forms may depend not only on the 
L2 writer‘s ability but also on the topic; certain topics may simply permit or even 
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require the writer to draw on a wider range of forms. Coombs (1986), on the other 
hand, used syntactic profiles to assess the variety of syntactic structures in L2 text 
and not just the level of syntactic complexity. What is particularly interesting 
about this study is the fact that Coombs‘ analysis goes beyond analyzing syntactic 
complexity and variety: Her main focus is to ascertain if students can only use 
these structure with linguistic accuracy (grammatical form) or whether students 
can use them effectively in text construction (grammatical meaning). Her research 
methods then allow a more complete operationalization of Purpura‘s (2004) 
model of grammatical ability. In order to assess effective use of syntactic 
structure, Coombs employs a systemic functional linguistics (SFL) framework to 
carry out an information structure analysis using Theme-Rheme distinctions and 
the mapping of new and given information in L2 texts. For this reason, I will 
briefly describe SFL as a theoretical framework and review how SFL has been 
used to investigate syntactic variety and information management in L2 texts. 
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL): An Investigative Framework for 
Syntactic Variety and Information Management 
The purpose of SFL is to analyze and explain how language and language 
structures are used to create meaning in texts and interactions (Eggins, 2004). In 
this framework, ―a text is the product of ongoing selection in a very large network 
of systems‖ (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004, p. 23) related to a particular 
language. That is, written or oral discourse represents the choices of all available 
possibilities that the writer or speaker has made in order to communicate. To 
analyze how speakers and writers use choice in the creation of text and discourse, 
functional linguists study three metafunctions: the experiential, the interpersonal, 
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and the textual (Thompson, 2004). The experiential metafunction relates to the 
content of text and discourse, that is the speaker‘s or writer‘s representation of the 
world in communication (Thompson, 2004). The interpersonal metafunction is 
connected to the analysis of patterns and strategies employed by speakers to 
interact with others and is, therefore, especially relevant in oral discourse 
(Thompson, 2004). The textual metafunction deals with text construction and 
explains ―how speakers construct their messages in a way which makes them fit 
smoothly into the unfolding language event‖ (Thompson, 2004, p. 141). 
Analyzing the textual metafunction is, therefore, not limited to the sentence or 
clause itself but extends to the text as a whole (Moore, 2006). This textual 
metafunction corresponds most closely to what Purpura calls information 
management: the distribution of information in text or discourse and the tools 
used to help the reader or listener process the information. In the following, I will 
summarize the theoretical aspects of SFL relevant to the textual metafunction. 
In the study of the textual metafunction, the examination of thematization 
or Theme selection is the most important aspect because it allows the structural 
analysis of a text and the clause combinations it contains (Eggins, 2004; 
Thompson, 2004). For such an analysis, Theme and Rheme for each sentence or 
clause complex need to be identified as a starting point to uncovering the textual 
architecture or ―texture‖ (Halliday & Hasan, 1976, p. 2). Texture can be seen as 
the difference between clauses and sentences that are connected to make up a 
whole versus unrelated individual sentences. This texture, created through the 
thematic choices and the distribution and structure of information in a given text, 
makes a text coherent and characterizes it as a text (Bloor & Bloor, 2004). In the 
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following section, I will define Theme and Rheme, explain their purpose within a 
text, and describe how Theme-Rheme progression creates cohesive and coherent 
texts. This leads to a discussion of information distribution in English L2 texts 
and what one might expect to find in L2 texts. The section concludes with a 
review of L2 writing research that uses SFL as an investigative framework. 
Theme, Rheme, and Theme-Rheme progression. 
The Theme is the starting point of a sentence, referred to as clause 
complex in SFL. Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) define the Theme ―as the point 
of departure of the message; it is that which locates and orients the clause within 
its context‖ (p. 64). Fries (1995), similarly, calls it ―the ‗peg‘ on which the 
message is hung‖ (p. 3). In this sense, the Theme provides the link, or offers the 
writer the possibility to establish links, to preceding clause complexes and the text 
as a whole. In general, the first constituent of a clause forms the Theme, and the 
Theme is then developed in the remainder of the clause or sentence (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004), which constitutes the Rheme of the sentence.  
The primary reason for analyzing Theme and Theme selection in a text lies 
in the function the Theme plays in the text and how it relates to the ―method of 
development‖ (Fries, 1981, p. 1) used by the writer. Thompson (2004) 
distinguishes among three Theme functions that apply to written discourse: 
1. Topic maintenance and progression: By choosing a particular 
grammatical subject for a clause, the writer either maintains or advances 
the topic. The topic is maintained in relation to the preceding clause if the 
subject is kept the same. If the writer chooses a different subject, usually 
Chapter 2: Literature Review 
44 
another constituent from a preceding clause, the text and topic move 
forward.  
2. Interpretative framework for the clause: When the writer chooses 
certain Theme types such as conjunctions or dependent clauses, it becomes 
possible to shape how the information in the Rheme is interpreted by the 
reader. 
3. Text boundaries: The writer communicates these through the use of 
certain transition phrases that allow him/her to communicate the overall 
structure of the text or divide it into sections (e.g., changing from ―for 
example‖ to a summative transition such as ―all this‖ to one that signals a 
section change and then the start of a new framework). 
In order to identify the Theme reliably, one must distinguish between three 
Theme types related to the three metafunctions discussed above. A clause can 
have three Themes (an interpersonal, textual, and topical Theme), but the Theme 
of a clause only ends after the topical Theme. The topical Theme is the most 
important one because it contains the what of the textual message. The 
interpersonal and textual Themes, on the other hand, express how the what fits 
into the overall message of the text (Thompson, 2004). The topical Theme is 
formed by one clause constituent—a noun phrase, a verb phrase, an adverbial 
group, or prepositional phrase—that is related to a participant, process, or a 
circumstance. The process, realized by a verbal group, is the central element of 
the clause. It must be accompanied by participants, expressed through a nominal 
group, and may be complemented by a circumstance, in the form of an adverbial 
or prepositional phrase. The Theme of a clause, therefore, ends after the first 
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participants, process, or circumstance has been expressed in the clause (Halliday 
& Matthiessen, 2004). The textual Theme, albeit optional, is also important 
because it plays an important role in integrating individual clauses into a cohesive 
text (Go, 2003), especially because it precedes the topical Theme. The 
interpersonal Theme, on the other hand, points to the interaction between speakers 
and their relationship to each other and their attitude towards the content of the 
message (Thompson, 2004); for this reason, it is extremely rare in academic 
written texts. 
The Theme can be realized in a marked or unmarked form, depending on 
the clause type
16
, or what functional linguists refer to as mood or mood choices 
(Halliday, 1967b; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 2004). It is assumed 
that writers employ a marked Theme to construct a textual message that is overall 
more effective because it allows the writer to bring that constituent to the 
beginning of the clause and thereby establish a better link to the rest of the text. In 
declarative clauses, the unmarked theme is the subject (Butt, Fahey, Feez, Spinks, 
& Yallop, 2003; Eggins, 2004; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 2004). 
The subject can be ―heavy‖, that is a nominal group with a long post-modifier, a 
nominal group complex (e.g., two co-ordinated nominal groups together as 
subject), or a nominal group with an embedded clause (e.g., ―Sending the final 
result through to Faculty before all the required documents have arrived will 
probably just confuse matters,‖ Thompson, 2004, p. 144).  
                                                 
16
 Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, and Svartvik (1985) distinguish between four types: declaratives, 
interrogatives, imperatives, and exclamatives. 
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All other constituents in the Theme position are marked although 
circumstantial adjuncts, that is an adverbial or prepositional phrase, do seem very 
natural in this position because their syntactic placement is very flexible. They, 
therefore, appear often in the clause-initial position without attracting particular 
attention (e.g., ―In common with almost every art movement born in the early part 
of this century, it considered itself revolutionary,‖ Thompson, 2004, p. 145) and 
are, in fact, the most common marked theme (Eggins, 2004; Halliday, 1967b; 
Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 2004). A coordinating or 
subordinating conjunction must occur at the beginning of the clause and is hence 
not even considered thematic because it does not ―take up the full thematic 
potential of the clause in which it occurs. What follows it will also have thematic 
status, almost if not quite as prominently as when nothing else precedes‖ 
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004, p. 83). In other words, conjunctions have to 
occupy the clause-initial position and still allow for thematic variance in the post-
conjunctive position (Halliday, 1967b; Thompson, 2004). The examples 
(Thompson, 2004, p. 157) in Figure 3 illustrate this. Although the word but has to 
be placed in clause initial position, it can be followed by different constituents, 
which indicates the thematic flexibility present in these clauses. The speaker or 
writer still has the option of selecting a marked theme (i.e., a circumstantial 
adjunct or a dependent clause in sentences 2 and 3) even though the clause starts 
with a conjunction. 
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 Theme Rheme 
1 But all rooms look out onto the secluded garden. 
2 But by the morning the snow had all melted. 
3 But if she missed those in Hyde 
Park in 1838, 
she made up for it in the following 
year. 
Figure 3. Conjunctions and topical Themes. 
In non-declarative clauses, there is less variation in terms of how the 
theme might be realized. In WH-questions, the question word is the unmarked 
theme and is almost always used. In yes/no questions, the finite verb plus its 
subject in the clause-initial position constitute the unmarked theme
17
. Finally, in 
imperative clauses, the finite verb is again considered the unmarked theme (Butt 
et al., 2003; Eggins, 2004; Halliday, 1967b; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; 
Thompson, 2004). 
Once Themes in a text have been identified, the text‘s texture (Halliday & 
Hasan, 1976), method of development (Fries, 1981), or travelogue (Moore, 2006) 
can be analyzed. This analysis provides access to the writer‘s information 
management strategies and abilities by analyzing how Themes advance or 
maintain the topic and how Themes and Rhemes are linked. Fries (1981) explains 
why these Theme-Rheme progressions and their analysis are so important to 
argumentative or expository prose:  
Ideally…, each sentence should follow logically from what has gone 
before. This implies in part that the point of departure of each sentence 
[i.e., the Theme] should relate in some way to what has preceded. If there 
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 The finite verb and its subject in yes/no questions simply express the polarity of inviting the 
addressee to respond with yes or no to the question. By contrast, it is the main verb following the 
subject that constitutes the process of the clause. For this reason, the finite verb and its subject at 
the beginning of the question are considered an interpersonal theme, and the topical theme is 
realized by the process of the clause, the main verb (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 
2004). 
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are unexplained jumps in the sequence of starting points, this implies that 
there are breaks in the argument. (p. 6) 
In terms of Theme-Rheme progression, Daneš (1974) identified three 
patterns commonly found in English texts:  
1. Constant Theme Progression or Theme Reiteration: Here, the Theme 
or Theme elements in a number of clauses following each other are the 
same. This could be achieved through lexical reiteration or other cohesive 
devices such as ellipsis or substitution (Bloor & Bloor, 2004; Daneš, 1974; 
Eggins, 2004). The following text from Daneš (1974) is a good example of 
this progression: ―The Rousseauist especially feels an inner kinship with 
Prometheus and other Titans. He is fascinated by any form of insurgency.‖ 
(p. 119). The Theme in the first clause becomes the Theme in the second 
clause (see underlined phrases). Figure 4 illustrates this Theme 
progression graphically. 
Clause 1: Theme A Rheme B 
Clause 2: Theme A Rheme C 
 Figure 4. Graphic representation of the constant Theme progression. 
2. Zigzag or Linear Theme Progression: In this pattern, the Rheme or 
Rheme elements of one clause become the Theme of a subsequent clause 
(Bloor & Bloor, 2004; Daneš, 1974; Eggins, 2004). Figure 5 represents 
this pattern graphically with the following sentence as an example: ―The 
first of the antibiotics was discovered by Sir Alexander Fleming in 1928. 
He was busy at the time investigating a certain species of germ which is 
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responsible for boils and other troubles‖ (Daneš, 1974, p. 118). Alexander 
Fleming, mentioned in the Rheme of the first sentence, becomes the 
Theme of the second sentence (see underlined phrases). 
Clause 1: Theme A Rheme A 
Clause 2: Theme B Rheme B 
 Figure 5. Graphic representation of the zigzag Theme progression. 
3. Derived Theme progression: In this case, topical Themes are cohesively 
connected to other parts of the text through a ―hypertheme‖ (Daneš, 1974, 
p. 120) but without the use of the explicit cohesive devices Halliday and 
Hasan (1976) discuss in their analysis of cohesion in English (Bloor & 
Bloor, 2004; Daneš, 1974). The following paragraph from Daneš (1974) 
illustrates this pattern well: 
New Jersey is flat along the coast and southern portion; the north-
western region is mountainous. The coastal climate is mild, but 
there is considerable cold in the mountain areas during the winter 
months. Summers are fairly hot. The leading industrial production 
includes chemicals, processed food, coal, petroleum, metals and 
electrical equipment. (p. 120) 
 New Jersey, the hypertheme, is only mentioned explicitly in the first 
sentence, but the remainder of the paragraph clearly continues to provide 
information about this U.S. state. Figure 6 represents a diagram of clause 
relations that are typical of a derived Theme pattern. 
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Clause 1: [Hypertheme]    
Clause 2   Theme A Rheme A 
Clause 3:   Theme B Rheme B 
 Figure 6. Graphic representation of the derived Theme progression. 
To these three has been added a fourth category of Theme progression that is 
commonly found in longer, expository English texts: 
4. Split or Multiple Rheme Pattern: Here, one Theme presents multiple 
pieces of information in the Rheme, and each piece is subsequently 
converted into the Theme of a different clause in which the information is 
further expanded (Bloor & Bloor, 2004; Eggins, 2004). This extract from a 
longer text in Eggins (2004) presents a good example of this pattern:  
The three main reasons babies cry are hunger, cold, and illness. 
Hunger can be determined by considering when the baby was last 
fed. Babies feel cold more acutely than we do and the smaller the 
baby, the more warmly it should be wrapped up. Finally sickness 
or pain may also be signalled by crying… (p. 325) 
Each sentence develops an aspect that is introduced in the Rheme of the 
first clause. In turn, the topics hunger, cold, and illness are developed 
further in the text (see underlined phrases). Figure 7 illustrates this type of 
Theme-Rheme progression graphically. 
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Clause 1: Theme A Rheme A 
Clause 2: Theme B Rheme B 
Clause 3: Theme C Rheme C 
Clause 4: Theme D Rheme D 
 Figure 7. Graphic representation of the split Rheme progression 
Information structure: Given and new information. 
Information structure or information distribution of texts can be analyzed 
in terms of new and given information units. According to Halliday and 
Matthiessen (2004), there is no automatic relationship between information units 
and the clause or its Theme-Rheme structure. Rather, there are various possible 
mappings of the information unit(s) onto the clause. The tendency in English is 
towards a left to right organization of information with given information 
preceding new information if both exist within the same clause (Halliday, 1967b). 
This means that we would normally expect given information to be presented in 
the Theme and new information in the Rheme of a clause. Given information is 
―information that is presented by the speaker [or writer] as recoverable [whereas 
new information is] not recoverable … to the listener [or reader]‖ (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004, p. 91). Information is recoverable because the speaker or 
writer has referred to it explicitly, because it forms part of the discourse context 
(e.g., I or you), or because the information is simply presented by the speaker/ 
writer for reasons of rhetoric or emphasis in a manner indicating ―this is not 
news‖ (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004, p. 91). By default, a clause contains one 
information unit with new and given information, but since discourse needs to 
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commence at a certain point, given information is not necessarily included in all 
information units (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). The left to right organization 
from given to new information is merely the unmarked sequence. Speakers and 
writers have the choice and option to vary this expected information structure for 
reasons of discourse flow or effect (Halliday, 1967b).  
In a particular sequence of given and new information units, the new 
information is granted prominence. In oral discourse, this means that the speaker 
will emphasize certain words to draw the listener‘s attention to them (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004). This ―tonic prominence‖ (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004, p. 
89) culminates usually towards the end of a clause or utterance. In spoken 
language, this is achieved through a combination of positioning towards the end 
of the clause (end-focus) and prosody. Downing and Locke (2006) call this end-
of-clause placement of new information the ―neutral position for information 
focus‖ (p. 241). That is, the unmarked position for the newest and most important 
information in a clause is towards the end and is realized in writing by the last 
lexical (not grammatical) word in that clause. The example from Downing and 
Locke (2006, p. 241) in Figure 8 illustrates this: The last two words are 
grammatically required by the verb, and the focus, therefore, lies on complained, 
which is the speaker‘s focus and constitutes the new information in this utterance. 
Pete‘s just  complained about it. 
given NEW given 
Figure 8. Information structure and end-focus for new information. 
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If Themes and Rhemes are selected effectively and combined in a manner that 
advances the clarity of a text and the communication between writer and reader, 
the text is more effective in achieving its goal (Moore, 2006) and exhibits 
characteristics of ―valued texts‖ (Bloor & Bloor, 2004, p. 219).  
L2 writing research within an SFL framework 
A growing body of L2 writing research within a SFL framework focuses 
on improving the quality of L2 writing instruction. These researchers focus on 
making explicit to L2 writing teachers and students what the characteristics of 
valued texts are and how strategies of Theme-Rheme selection and information 
distribution can be used effectively to improve text quality and communication in 
writing (Gebhard, Willett, Jimenez, & Piedra, 2010; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007; 
University of Sydney Learning Centre, 2006; Wang, 2007). A second branch of 
SFL L2 writing research is concerned with helping teachers understand the issues 
in their students‘ writing and thereby assist teachers in assessing the texts 
appropriately (e.g., Gebhard, Demers, & Castillo-Rosenthal, 2008). Finally, SFL 
has also been used in L2 writing research to examine, evaluate, and track L2 
writing development over longer periods of time (e.g., Christie, 2002; Go, 2003; 
Schleppegrell, 2004; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007; Wu, 1997). In the review of the 
SFL L2 writing research, I shall focus in particular on those studies that have used 
a Theme-Rheme Analysis to analyze Theme types, Theme-Rheme progression, 
and information structure and distribution in L2 texts. The Theme type analysis 
seems a useful method for analyzing syntactic variety and complexity, whereas 
Theme-Rheme progression studies should provide indicators of the L2 writer‘s 
practices and abilities in the use of information management devices. 
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Mauranen (1996) adopts Fries‘ (1981) method of development and Daneš‘ 
(1974) Theme-Rheme progression patterns as a framework to conduct a 
contrastive analysis of English L1 and L2 texts. Her analysis reveals that the SFL 
framework is a useful tool to uncover why certain sentences that are syntactically 
perfectly acceptable seem odd within the context of the overall discourse. 
Mauranen‘s study also provides support for the argument put forward by Purpura 
(2004) that information management is an important component of overall 
language ability or competence. Not only, then, does SFL provide useful research 
tools to analyze L2 texts, but its inclusion in the conceptualization of L2 
competence also provides a more accurate and complete picture of necessary 
elements of L2 performance. 
Theme-Rheme analysis has been used to assess communicative 
effectiveness of both L1 and L2 texts. This kind of analysis allows researchers to 
determine whether information distribution in texts between Themes and Rhemes 
allows and facilitates the reader‘s comprehension of the text. Alonso Belmonte 
and McCabe-Hidalgo (1998) employed a Theme-Rheme analysis to explore its 
usefulness in L2 writing instruction and in-class assessment of L2 writing on the 
discourse level. In their analysis, the researchers do not focus on the individual 
Theme-Rheme choices but on the overall patterns of Theme-Rheme use that 
emerge in their corpus of 25 essays. In their findings, the researchers draw up a 
list of common Theme-Rheme problems that the L2 texts in their corpus 
exhibited. D. Kies (2009) used the Theme-Rheme and information structure 
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analysis to examine why Generation 1.5 students
18
 failed an essay composition 
exam despite better academic preparedness compared to L1 students. His analysis 
reveals that these students‘ essays are consistently ineffective in terms of 
information distribution and Theme-Rheme use. Similarly, S. G. Kies (2009) uses 
the Theme-Rheme and information structure analysis to examine why graduate 
student essays are not effective despite very few grammatical or lexical errors. In 
particular, she focuses on Theme-Rheme progression to evaluate the discourse in 
these L2 texts. Her analysis found some of the same problems in Theme-Rheme 
use that Alonso Belmonte and McCabe-Hidalgo (1998) had identified in their 
study. Finally, Moore (2006) uses a Theme-Rheme analysis to discuss how L1 
technical writing, in particular in textbooks and manuals, can be made more 
accessible and easier if writers are conscious and rely on an appropriate and 
expected Theme-Rheme distribution and information structure. 
To track L2 writing development over one year, Go (2003) analyzed the 
use of textual, interpersonal, and topical Themes in texts produced by six Chinese 
and Vietnamese newcomers in grades five and six at an English-medium primary 
school. Go identified marked and unmarked Themes and examined textual 
Themes in these writers‘ texts to understand how students develop and structure 
texts. Her markedness analysis shows students‘ ability to use a variety of topical 
Themes. She also conducted a cross-case comparison of Theme use for the six 
writers in her study. SFL added to her overall analysis and findings in two 
important ways that are relevant to the current study. First, the Theme type 
                                                 
18
 These are English language learners who completed most of their education in the United States 
(Harklau, 2003). 
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analysis was a powerful tool to track L2 writing development over the course of a 
year and to describe differences in the L2 texts produced by the writers in her 
study. Second, the SFL framework allowed her to focus on the meaning of these 
texts rather than the linguistic errors committed by these young L2 writers. 
Christie (2002) also used a Theme type analysis as part of a larger corpus study 
into how L1 writing matures. Her study also revealed that L1 children also have 
trouble choosing appropriate Rhemes and Themes so as to advance the written 
discourse appropriately. 
SFL provides a useful framework for the investigation of certain aspects of 
L2 texts, in particular the extent of syntactic variety and the information 
management resources the writer is able to use. This is evident in the research that 
has used this framework for the study of L2 writing development and its 
characteristics. 
Summary 
Purpura‘s (2004) model provides the most comprehensive basis for a 
construct definition of grammatical ability for L2 assessment contexts. Because of 
the explicit links established in his model between the knowledge of form and 
meaning and the ability to use this knowledge when performing language tasks, 
his definition provides the most comprehensive investigative framework to 
examine the assessment of grammatical ability in L2 writing classrooms. In order 
to examine how teachers assess this ability in the classroom, it is necessary to 
analyze the L2 texts produced by the students because this discourse interacts 
with the rater and the rating scale during the assessment process and ultimately 
influences the grade that is assigned by the teacher. In the past, investigations of 
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language ability in general and grammar in particular have operationalized this 
construct as the ability to use language with a certain degree of accuracy and 
complexity. In some cases, fluency has also been added as a third dimension to 
this construct operationalization although these measures have not been included 
here. However, operationalizing grammatical ability only as accuracy and 
complexity is limiting. First, the focus lies on the sentence and on local language 
issues. Second, these measures only focus on the level of sophistication evident in 
these texts but do not measure or investigate the level of syntactic variation that is 
apparent in these texts. Third, effective use of grammatical structures cannot be 
examined when solely relying on these measures. Finally, these two constructs do 
not allow an investigation of L2 writers‘ information management skills, an 
important component of Purpura‘s model. Text analyses within an SFL 
framework, on the other hand, offer the tools to do that. As a result, the 
combination of the quantitative measures and the SFL framework allows a more 
complete analysis of indicators of grammatical ability in L2 texts. This is the 
approach, therefore, I have adopted in operationalizing grammatical ability in the 
current study. In Chapter 3, I will explain this operationalization in more detail 
when I describe the methodology and methods of this study.
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Research Questions and Design 
The purpose of this study is to investigate which construct of L2 
grammatical ability teachers assess in their students‘ writing and how these 
criteria in turn affect the students‘ writing and learning. Furthermore, the issue 
whether there is a relationship between the performances on direct and indirect 
measures of grammatical ability will be examined. In this study, I will investigate 
the following detailed research questions: 
1. What indicators of grammatical ability do teachers attend to in their 
students‘ writing? 
2. Does students‘ performance on a limited-response grammar test, such as 
an error-editing test, correlate with their ability to self-edit their writing? 
3. What knowledge do students have about the indicators their teachers look 
for when assessing grammar in writing? 
4. How do the teachers‘ expectations impact the students‘ way of writing and 
learning? 
As a pragmatic researcher, I focus on answering the above research 
questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003) and reject 
the ―incompatibility thesis‖ that states that qualitative and quantitative research 
are irreconcilable (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). 
Consequently, to find the best answers to my research questions I adopted a 
mixed methods triangulation research design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007), in 
which qualitative (qual) and quantitative (quan) data sources are combined in the 
overall interpretation of results. This research design allows and facilitates the 
Chapter 3: Methodology & Methods 
59 
triangulation of findings from different sources and analyses to answer research 
questions that require both a concurrent and sequential approach to data collection 
and analysis. In addition, I chose a case study approach, which allowed me to 
investigate the assessment of grammar in L2 writing classrooms in depth and as a 
social phenomenon influenced by both teachers and students (Yin, 2009). Figure 9 
provides an overview of the research design and the data sources used to answer 
the research questions. It illustrates the relationship of the data sources to each 
other. In Phase 1, the students‘ essay exams were collected and then analyzed 
using qualitative and quantitative text analysis methods. In Phase 2, student 
questionnaires were administered, and these in turn informed student interviews. 
In Phase 3, teacher interviews, which were informed by the student essay exams, 
were conducted. The questionnaires and the interviews were both analyzed 
qualitatively. In the interpretation of the results, the findings from the two text-
based analyses were first compared and contrasted with each other. For an overall 
interpretation of the results, the findings from all three phases and all data sources 
were compared and contrasted.
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Figure 9. The study‘s mixed methods triangulation design.
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Research Context & Participants 
The research questions were investigated in a case study of two academic 
ESL writing classes focusing on academic writing and vocabulary development at 
the high-intermediate (Course 1) and advanced level
19
 (Course 2) at an English-
medium university. All students in these academic writing courses scored at least 
75 on the TOEFL iBT or 6.5 on the IELTS. If students score between 75 and 90 
on the TOEFL iBT, they are required to take an institutional placement test. This 
test has two parts. Part 1 contains multiple choice items designed to assess 
grammar and vocabulary knowledge. In part 2, students are required to write an 
argumentative essay. Depending on the results of this test, students may be 
required to take one to three ESL writing courses at the low-intermediate, high-
intermediate, and advanced level. At the same time, these students are already 
permitted to commence their discipline-specific academic programs.  
Thirty-three students in the two courses and their teachers participated in 
this study. All student participants were in the first two years of their degree, and 
50% were in their first or second semester. All except one student were enrolled 
in an undergraduate program. Table 1 presents more detailed background 
information on the student participants in the two courses. The student population 
in the two classes is comparable in terms of equal gender distribution, mean age in 
the early twenties despite a considerable age range, and a wide variety of L1 
backgrounds. Although most students in both classes pursued a degree in the 
business school, the rest of the students in both classes were enrolled in a variety 
of academic major programs. The two teachers were native speakers of English 
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with degrees in teaching ESL and 10 and 33 years of experience teaching and 
assessing ESL in the classroom. 
Table 1  
Gender, Age, Degree Program, and L1 Background of Student Participants 
 Students in Course 1 Students in Course 2 
Gender 10 female, 9 male 7 female, 7 male 
Age 18-40 (M  = 24.5, SD = 6.3) 18-39 (M  = 23.1, SD = 6.0) 
L1 Background  4 Chinese, 3 Arabic,              
3 French, 2 Farsi, & 7 others 
5 Chinese, 3 Arabic, 2 
French, & 4 others 
Degree Program 10 Finance, Business, & 
Accounting 
3 Engineering 
2 Social Science 
2 Science 
1 Languages & Literature 
1 Art History & Fine Arts 
6 Finance, Business, & 
Accounting 
2 Engineering 
2 Social Science 
2 Science 
1 Language & Literature 
1 Art History & Fine Arts 
 
Instruments 
The student questionnaire (see Appendix B) was developed specifically 
for this study. It is divided into two sections to obtain (a) demographic data on the 
student participants and (b) information to answer the third research question 
(What knowledge do students have about the indicators their teachers look for 
when assessing grammar in writing?). The first section of the questionnaire was 
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developed following the guidelines and suggestions in J. D. Brown (2001) and 
Dörnyei (2003), and data from this part were compiled to describe the student 
population in this study. Most questions in the second section of the questionnaire 
were open-ended and served to answer the third research question as well as 
identify themes for the student interviews. The questions were formulated based 
on the detailed research questions for this study. 
The questionnaire was piloted, and the results were analyzed in April 
2008. The analysis of the student responses revealed that the majority of the open-
ended questions did not function as well as expected. Students responded very 
minimally to the questions asked. Consequently, these questions were revised to 
elicit more detailed responses. In addition, the sequencing of questions was 
modified in the second part of the questionnaire to ensure a smoother and more 
logical flow of questioning for student participants. 
I, the researcher, conducted the student and teacher interviews using what 
Wengraf (2001) calls ―semi-structured depth-interviewing‖ (p. 199). For the 
interviews, I prepared interview protocols with interview questions. These were 
followed up with spontaneous questions as a result of actively listening to the 
participants‘ responses to the prepared questions. This technique allows the 
researcher to control the flow of the conversation and yet respond with flexibility 
to issues that emerge during the interview, which is essential to grounded theory 
analysis (Charmaz, 2003). I also relied on Gillham‘s (2000, 2005) prompting and 
probing techniques to ensure that the participants indeed responded fully to the 
questions, so I could obtain the data necessary for my research questions.  
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The interview protocol differed for students and teachers. In the case of 
the student interviews, the questions were based on part 2 of the student 
questionnaire and were designed as follow-up and more in-depth questions. 
Because of this, the answers to the open-ended questions on the student 
questionnaire were analyzed prior to these interviews to identify possible themes 
emerging from those responses for the student interviews (for details, see the data 
analysis section of phase 2 and 3 in this chapter). Furthermore, particular 
comments and responses that could benefit from additional explanation or in fact 
warranted further in-depth exploration were identified and included in a 
personalized interview protocol for each student participant. This led to an 
interview protocol that outlined the overall structure of the interview, including 
information to be given to participants before the start of the interview and warm-
up and closing questions (Gillham, 2000).  
The teacher interview questions were formulated following Wengraf‘s 
(2001) guidelines for developing interview questions based on research and 
theory questions. According to this method, each interview question and other 
―interview interventions‖ (Wengraf, 2001, p. 152) are determined  by the 
researcher‘s research and theory questions and the participants‘ characteristics. 
For this study, a detailed discussion and analysis of particular essays with the 
teacher participants to clarify the teacher‘s assessment criteria for grammatical 
ability was included as the interview intervention. For this purpose, I selected four 
essays for each teacher that represented different levels of performance on the 
grammar grade.  
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The most important step in preparing interview questions was to ensure 
that the questions contain only terms and expressions that were familiar to the 
participants (Charmaz, 2003; Wengraf, 2001). In other words, the questions are 
not phrased in the researcher‘s language and jargon but expressed in terms 
familiar and comprehensible to the interviewees. After having drawn up the 
interview questions, I revised them in terms of language use and wording to 
ensure they were jargon free and used student and teacher rather than researcher 
terms. I then placed the questions in an order that would allow a natural flow of 
the conversation and progress from general questions to specific ones (see 
Appendix C for the complete student and teacher interview protocols). 
Procedures 
In April 2008, a pilot project was conducted not only to test the student 
questionnaire as mentioned above but also to determine coding categories for the 
essay exams, to draw up operational definitions, and to devise data collection and 
analysis procedures for the full research project. The pilot study was conducted in 
the same ESL program where the full study would take place. I visited an ESL 
academic writing class in April 2008 to recruit participants for the pilot project 
and to administer the student questionnaire.  During the recruitment process, 
ethical procedures to obtain informed consent from participants were followed. 
All participants received an information sheet stating the purpose of the project, 
the data collection procedures, and the participants‘ right to withdraw at any time. 
Immediately afterwards, the student questionnaire was administered. After 
students had written the final exam and the exams had been marked by the 
teacher, the essay exams were collected. For the purposes of data analysis, the 
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exam scripts and the evaluation grids
20
 used by the teacher (see Appendix D) were 
photocopied. Subsequently, the essay exams were coded and analyzed. This 
analysis served as a test of feasibility of the coding categories that had been 
devised based on the review of the literature and as a tool to fine-tune these 
definitions. The results were also analyzed statistically to explore the usefulness 
of these coding categories for the exploration of the data set in the full study. The 
results of the pilot study will not be reported in detail. Only those aspects of the 
pilot project that informed methodological decisions for the full study will be 
discussed in this chapter. 
The full study took place during the fall semester 2008. The teachers were 
recruited prior to the start of the semester through an email request forwarded by 
the academic coordinator of the ESL program and a brief presentation of the 
project at the annual teacher meeting before the start of the semester. The two 
teachers who volunteered to participate in the study were informed that the 
purpose of the study was to examine teacher assessment of students‘ L2 writing 
ability in academic writing courses, so as not to prime them for the more precise 
focus of studying the assessment of L2 grammatical ability. The students were 
recruited during the third week of the semester. Unlike the teachers, the students 
were informed of the exact focus of the study; that is, students were told that I 
would examine the assessment of grammar in their writing by their teachers and 
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 All teachers in the program have to use this evaluation grid, which has been adapted from the 
Jacobs et al. (1981) Composition Profile. Although the term rating scale is more commonly used 
than evaluation grid in assessment research, I will use the term evaluation grid in this dissertation 
when referring to the program evaluation grid for two reasons. First, it coincides with program 
terminology and facilitates communication with student and teacher participants. Second, because 
of its additional feedback function and the teacher‘s option of selecting areas of strength and 
weakness, this grid and how it is used seems different from large-scale assessment contexts where 
much L2 writing assessment research takes place. 
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investigate what students know about the process.
21
 The same ethical procedures 
to obtain informed consent that had been adopted for recruitment in the pilot 
project were followed for the full study.  
At the end of week 7 of the 13-week semester, the students in both courses 
wrote their midterm exam, a ―timed-impromptu writing test‖ (Weigle, 2002, p. 
59). All exams in these courses are so-called common exams. This means that 
teachers who teach different sections of a particular course (i.e., Course 1 or 
Course 2) collaborate in the development of the exam, which is the same for all 
sections of a course. In both courses, students could choose one of three topics 
that elicited the same rhetorical pattern, one for Course 1 and another for Course 2 
(see Appendix E for the list of topics) and had 2.5 hours to write the essay. The 
program where the study took place has a policy of always offering a choice of 
three topics on midterm and final essay exams. The reason for offering test-takers 
a choice is based on motivational theory that states that the element of choice and 
the resulting feeling of self-determination lead to greater intrinsic motivation 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985, cited in Jennings, Fox, Graves, & Shohamy, 1999). For 
assessment purposes, it is assumed that test takers will, therefore, have a better 
chance at succeeding on the test. On the other hand, it can also be argued that 
topic choice creates a topic effect; that is, some test takers are advantaged or 
disadvantaged by a given test topic because of their interest, prior knowledge, or 
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 For the duration of the student recruitment process, both teachers had kindly agreed to leave the 
classroom. In this manner, only students but not teachers were aware of the research focus from 
the outset of the project. 
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perceived relevance of this topic, which leads to construct-irrelevant variance
22
 of 
test takers‘ performance on a given test (Jennings, Fox, Graves, & Shohamy, 
1999). It is worth noting, however, that Jennings et al. (1999) found no 
statistically significant effect of topic choice on test takers‘ performance when the 
test topics are of equal difficulty. Despite this finding, Jennings et al. 
acknowledge the importance of choice for psychological and emotional reasons. 
In brief, topic choice should not affect test takers‘ performance on the exam. 
Nonetheless, the topic effect on the teacher-assigned grammar grade was explored 
in the current study by conducting a one-way ANOVA for each of the two 
courses. 
Before teachers marked the exams, the exams were photocopied for 
subsequent quantitative and qualitative text-based analyses (Phase 1, see Figure 
9). After the teachers had assigned grades, the completed evaluation grid (see 
Appendix D) for each exam was photocopied. The teachers then returned the 
exams and evaluation grids to their students. In the following class, the student 
questionnaire was administered (Phase 2.1, see Figure 9). This timing ensured that 
students would have had time to review their midterm exam and reflect upon the 
grammar mark obtained. At the same time, the results would also still be fresh in 
their minds. In addition, they would have had the opportunity to consult their 
teacher if necessary with questions regarding the midterm exam prior to 
responding to the questionnaire. Towards the end of the semester, the two 
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 Messick (1989) defines construct-irrelevant variance as variance in test scores that is unrelated 
to the theoretical construct assessed. He considers it a major threat to validity because variance in 
test scores on an essay exam, for example, would be related not only to the test takers‘ L2 writing 
ability but also to other, extraneous variables. 
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teachers and eight students (four from each course) were interviewed. All 
interview participants were selected purposefully using the following procedure. 
The initial selection was based on student participant consent: Students who had 
agreed to be interviewed and had indicated that they would be willing to have the 
interview recorded were identified. Subsequently, these students‘ questionnaire 
responses were used to devise a list of preferred participants who might have 
interesting or revealing perspectives and comments to add based on their 
questionnaire responses. Finally, those student participants who were available 
within the month when interviews had to be scheduled were actually interviewed 
(Phase 2.2, see Figure 9). In the case of the teachers, both participants were 
interviewed at their convenience towards the end of the semester (Phase 3). The 
student interviews took place in the researcher‘s office to ensure a quiet 
atmosphere free of disturbances. The teacher interviews were conducted in their 
respective offices. All interviews were recorded and then transcribed by a research 
assistant. Both teachers and students were compensated financially for the time 
spent participating in the interviews. After the teacher interviews, the students‘ 
grades on the error-editing quiz (see Appendix A for an example) were collected 
in order to analyze the relationship between student performance on this quiz and 
on the essay exam in respect to grammar. 
The quantitative and qualitative text-based analyses of the essay exams 
served to answer the first research question (What indicators of grammatical 
ability do teachers attend to in their students‘ writing?). To answer the second 
research question (Does students‘ performance on a limited-response grammar 
test, such as an error-editing test, correlate with their ability to self-edit their 
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writing?), the correlations between student grades on the error-editing tests, the 
level of accuracy in their essays, and the grammar grades assigned by the teachers 
on the evaluation grid used for the essay exams (see Appendix D) were examined. 
The essay exams also served as a stimulus during the semi-structured teacher 
interviews, which were analyzed qualitatively using a grounded theory approach 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008) and added to the results of the text-based analysis of the 
essay exams in answering the first research question. A student questionnaire with 
closed and open-ended questions served to answer the third research question 
(What knowledge do students have about the indicators their teachers look for 
when assessing grammar in writing?). The information from the open-ended 
questions was analyzed using a grounded theory approach and informed the semi-
structured student interviews, which also served to answer the third research 
question. The results of the two types of text-based analyses were first compared 
and contrasted with each other. Then these results and the findings from the 
teacher interviews, student questionnaires, and student interviews were compared 
and contrasted to come to an overall interpretation of the findings of this study, 
which, in turn, provided an answer to the fourth research question (How do the 
teachers‘ expectations impact the students‘ way of writing and learning?). 
Pilot Study, Rationale for Coding, and Data Analysis 
Prior to the textual analysis of the essay exams, topic choice and a 
potential topic effect in the data sample were investigated. For that purpose, the 
frequency of each topic was tabulated and compared for the two courses. 
Furthermore, a one-way ANOVA was conducted for each course with topic 
choice as the grouping variable and the teacher-assigned grammar grade on the 
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evaluation grid as the dependent variable. This was done to investigate if topic 
choice had an impact on the assessment of grammatical ability and/or on the 
students‘ performance on the essay exam. A one-way ANOVA for each course 
was chosen rather than a two-way ANOVA for both courses jointly because there 
was only a concern of a topic effect within each course. In fact, depending on the 
two teachers‘ grading criteria, there could have been a difference in grammar 
assessment between the two courses without the presence of a topic effect on the 
grammar grade. 
Phase 1 of the study: Text-based analysis of exams (QUAN + QUAL). 
1. Quantitative analysis of accuracy and complexity. 
In the L2 writing literature that relies on analysis of L2 texts, generally 
two kinds of research methodologies are employed. In corpus linguistics, it is 
most common to assemble electronic corpora (McEnery, Xiao, & Tono, 2006). 
The electronic format facilitates the use of software to search the corpus 
(McEnery et al., 2006) and allows for annotation of L1 corpora (Garside, Leech, 
& McEnery, 1997) and learner corpora (Granger, 2003, 2004a, 2004b; Granger, 
Hung, & Petch-Tyson, 2002). A range of computer programs is available to 
analyze syntax, grammar, and discourse using tagged corpora and to calculate 
descriptive statistics for texts in terms of word counts and lexical characteristics 
(Meunier, 1998). Electronic corpora are particularly useful if the learner data is 
already available in electronic format. Otherwise, Granger (1998) admits, a 
substantial amount of time has to be invested in keyboarding and careful editing 
of each L2 text. Another method is to work from a paper-based corpus of L2 texts 
and hand-tag all desired features. Hinkel (2002), for example, collected 1500 
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essays by writers of different L1 backgrounds and decided, after an initial trial, 
against converting the handwritten samples into an electronic format because the 
time invested in typing and proof-reading the essays was not compensated by 
saving more time later during the data analysis stage (E. Hinkel, personal 
communication, November 17, 2007).  
In preparation for the current study, a pilot project was conducted to 
determine, in part, if time could be saved by digitizing hand-written essays. Like 
Hinkel, I found that the initial time invested in keyboarding and proof-reading 
could not be recovered through the faster data analysis of electronic corpora 
praised by Granger and her colleagues. This is mainly due to the type of text 
features analyzed in this study: complexity and accuracy. To conduct an 
electronic analysis of complexity, the corpus has to either contain extensive parts 
of speech and syntactic tags (Meunier, 1998), which researchers have to add 
manually, or complexity has to be operationalized as length (words per paragraph 
or essay for example). Accuracy also has to be coded by the researcher, even in 
electronic formats. Electronic error tagging permits the researcher to leave the L2 
texts intact, that is without correcting the errors, while at the same time being able 
to search the corpus meaningfully
23
 (Aarts & Granger, 1998; Dagneaux, Denness, 
& Granger, 1998; Granger, 1999). Part of this tagging process has been 
automatized, but researchers still need to make decisions on error categories and 
enter codes for them. Software can store researcher tags, which then facilitate the 
subsequent analysis of large corpora (e.g., Granger, 1999; Grant & Ginther, 
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 Untagged learner corpora may inhibit corpus search functions because search functions only 
detect accurately spelled tokens of particular sought types. 
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2000), but the initial time investment is still substantive. Based on the pilot 
project, I decided to carry out the text-based analysis on the handwritten essay 
exams. This also had the added advantage that the text-based analysis was carried 
out on the same version of the text that the teachers had used for their assessment.  
For the quantitative analysis, first all production units (clauses, sentences, 
and T-units) were hand-tagged on all exams and then tallied by the researcher. 
Sentences were defined by the writer‘s punctuation as phrases that are intercalated 
between two termination marks (i.e., period, question mark, or exclamation mark) 
and start with a capital letter (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Homburg, 1984; 
Hunt, 1965; Tapia, 1993). T-units were defined as one independent clause plus all 
its dependent clauses (Hunt, 1965). Bardovi-Harlig (1992) recommends to follow 
and accept the writer‘s punctuation when coding T-units, but this can lead to 
errors in syntax (incomplete sentences or independent clauses not separated by 
termination marks). Quirk et al.‘s (1985) definition of sentence limits as 
―wherever grammatical relations (such as those of subordination and 
coordination) cannot be established between clauses‖ (p. 48) was used to 
determine when the writer‘s erroneous punctuation led to such syntactic errors, 
either by erroneously separating clauses into two sentences or joining clauses that 
should be separated by termination marks. Each such instance was then recorded 
as a syntactic error (see more detailed definition of this construct below).  
The definition of a clause varies in the literature. Like Hunt (1965), Celce-
Murcia, Larsen-Freeman, and Williams (1999) define a clause as containing at 
least one subject-verb relationship. Quirk et al. (1985), on the other hand, define 
clauses as consisting of at least one finite or non-finite verb. For Quirk et al., to 
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and bare infinites as well as -ing and -ed participles are considered non-finite verb 
forms that can be nuclei of clauses. The Quirk et al. definition, therefore, clearly 
includes both finite and non-finite clauses whereas the Hunt and Celce-Murcia et 
al. definitions do not. Quirk et al. state, furthermore, that a verb form on its own 
can already be considered a clause that is realized as an elliptic form of a longer, 
finite clause: ―I asked to go. ~ I asked if I could go.‖ (p. 995). Quirk et al. also 
include verbless clauses in their definition and consider them an additional step in 
syntactic compression compared to non-finite clauses. Whereas this inclusion of 
verbless clauses helps in the syntactic parsing of naturally occurring language, it 
is more detail than is needed for an analysis of complexity levels in L2 texts. The 
exclusion of verbless clauses from the clause category for the purposes of this 
study is in line with Bardovi-Harlig and Bofman‘s (1989) definition of clauses as 
―identified by verb phrases (that is phrases dominated by either VP [verb phrase] 
or S [subject])‖ (p. 21). The Quirk et al. definition was, therefore, adopted as the 
most comprehensive definition of a clause, but with the revision of excluding 
verbless clauses for the purposes of this study. In this way, the clause definition 
should measure changes in complexity with increased grammatical ability through 
non-finite verb phrases, which had been observed by Kameen (1979) and Iwashita 
et al. (2008). The coding of essay exams collected during the pilot project for the 
current study revealed that a clause definition based on the revised Quirk et al. 
version led to a very high clause per sentence ratio for many essays without 
capturing the degree of complexity of these texts accurately. As a result, the Quirk 
et al. definition was revised further for the current study to include the criterion 
that all finite or non-finite verbs had to be accompanied by at least one other 
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dependent constituent. If verbs did not have such a constituent, they were 
considered part of another clause; the two example sentences in Figure 10 
illustrate this difference. In summary, a clause for the purposes of this study 
includes a finite or non-finite verb form accompanied by at least one dependent 
constituent. 
[Peter went home] and [watched TV]. 
[Mary had the desire to leave]. 
 Figure 10. Example sentences with one and two clauses, marked by [ ]. 
In addition, all dependent clauses marked by one or more subordination 
signals were tagged. These signals include: (a) subordinating conjunction or a wh-
element at clause onset, (b) inversion of clause-initial constituents, or (c) finite 
verb form determined by subordinating conjunction (Quirk et al., 1985).  
During the pilot project for the current study, the essay exams were coded 
for three complexity measures. The first two were complexity ratios that had been 
identified as useful measures in the review of the literature: the C/S and the DC/S 
(see Chapter 2 for details). Complex nominals were chosen as the third 
complexity measure because complex nominals indicate the writer‘s ability to 
express ideas in a more condensed and more complex way and, therefore, 
according to Mellon (1979), are an indication of real syntactic growth. 
Furthermore, Cooper (1976) and Yau (1991) both found statistically significant 
differences on this measure among proficiency levels in their sample. These 
findings in combination with the theoretical rationale pointed to complex 
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nominals as an appropriate complexity measure for the current study. For the 
coding of the essay exams, Yau‘s (1991) definition of complex nominals was 
used. Complex nominals are 
headed nominals expanded by adjectives, nouns, relatives clauses or 
relative clause reductions, prepositional or infinitive phrases, participles or 
participial phrases, and non-headed nominals such as infinitive phrases 
and noun clauses (excluding noun clauses serving as direct objects of 
verbs, to avoid inclusion of instances like ‗I think …‘), all used in the 
restrictive sense (Yau, pp. 271-272). 
The coding of essay exams for the pilot study revealed, however, that it was 
challenging to reflect the complexity present in the texts in terms of nominals in 
an accurate frequency count. If a noun was expanded more than once by one of 
the above listed grammatical categories, it was theoretically one complex nominal 
according to Yau‘s definition. However, there is a qualitative difference between 
a nominal expanded just by adjectives versus one that is expanded by adjectives 
and a participle phrase, for example. Furthermore, it proved impossible to devise a 
working definition of complex nominals that would lead to high inter-coder 
agreement because naturally occurring language in these L2 texts presented 
numerous special cases that required a case-by-case analysis. 
Despite the coding challenges, the full pilot data set was coded for 
complex nominals to explore the analytical potential of this complexity measure 
for the research context of this study. To investigate the efficacy of this measure, 
first the correlation between the complex nominals per sentence ratio (CNs/S) and 
the teacher assigned grammar grade was analyzed, but the very small Pearson‘s r 
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= -.013 was not statistically significant (p > .969). A visual examination of the 
scatter plot did not reveal any patterns about the relationship between the 
complexity measure and the grammar grade. Therefore, I decided that the CNs/S 
ratio was not suitable for the current research context and did not include it as a 
coding category in the full study. 
Based on the findings from the pilot project, two complexity measures that 
gauge the L2 writers‘ ability to subordinate were selected: the C/S and the DC/S. 
The two assess slightly different constructs as the first includes both finite and 
nonfinite clauses. In that sense, it is similar to Iwashita et al.‘s (2008) verbs per T-
unit ratio. The DC/S, on the other hand, includes only finite clauses that conform 
to Quirk et al.‘s criteria for subordination (see above). Most previous L2 writing 
research employed complexity ratios with the T-unit as the production unit. In 
contrast, the sentence was chosen for this study for two reasons. First of all, 
Bardovi-Harlig (1992) makes a compelling argument for the sentence instead of 
the T-unit analysis in that ―the sentence has a certain degree of psychological 
reality‖ (p. 391) and, therefore, reveals much more about the L2 writer‘s 
understanding of syntax than a T-unit analysis could. Secondly, an analysis of 
complexity using T-units was not deemed necessary because the pilot project for 
this study found that most L2 writers in this research context use subordinating 
conjunctions more frequently than coordinating conjunctions.
24
 As a result, the 
sentence and T-unit counts for L2 texts in this context are almost the same. 
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 Hunt (1965) developed the T-unit analysis as a measure of syntactic maturity for young L1 
writers who tend to overcoordinate. 
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Two accuracy ratios that assess the L2 writers‘ ability in two areas of 
grammar were also chosen. Morphological and syntactic errors (MEs and SEs, 
respectively) were hand-tagged and tallied to allow the calculation of the MEs and 
SEs per T-unit ratios (ME/T and SE/T, respectively). Following Bardovi-Harlig 
and Bofman‘s (1989) definition, MEs are defined as ―errors in nominal 
morphology (plural, number agreement, and possessive), errors in verbal 
morphology (tense, subject-verb agreement, and passive formation), errors in 
determiners and articles, and errors in prepositions‖ (p. 21). SEs ―consisted of 
word order errors, errors resulting from the absence [or addition] of major and 
minor constituents, and errors in combining sentences‖ (Bardovi-Harlig & 
Bofman, p. 21). Spelling and punctuation were ignored unless they led to MEs 
(i.e., wrong verb or plural form) or SEs (i.e., incomplete sentences). Word form 
errors (i.e., colour instead of colourful) were counted as SEs if they resulted in the 
absence of a major or minor constituent. If that was not the case, they were tagged 
as MEs. 
Production units, MEs and SEs were also hand-tagged blindly by a second 
coder; that is, the second coder did not know the researcher‘s coding of these 
exams. The second coder has a Master‘s degree in Second Language Education 
and is an ESL teacher experienced in working with L2 writers. After a training 
session and discussion of the categories between the researcher and the second 
coder, the second coder worked independently on coding and tallying clauses, 
sentences, T-units, MEs, and SEs for 16 exams (i.e., 50% of the exams in each 
course). Inter-rater reliability was analyzed by calculating the absolute agreement 
for intraclass correlations with a two-way mixed model. The interclass coefficient 
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for single measures ranged from .96 for clauses to .74 for SEs and .73 for MEs. 
Although the inter-rater reliability for SEs and MEs is certainly acceptable and the 
range of values is in line with other research reported (e.g., Wigglesworth & 
Storch, 2009; C. Zhang & Cheng, 2009), it is worth pointing out that lower inter-
rater reliability for these error categories is to be expected (Iwashita et al., 2008; 
Polio, 1997). These lower interclass coefficients can be caused by the difficulty in 
categorizing the errors appropriately (Cumming et al., 2005; Iwashita et al., 
2008). For example, in the sentence ―Printing daily newspapers is no longer 
rewarding compared to all the advantages of the news media like being less time-
consuming and other‖, other could be interpreted as a ME (instead of others, a 
pronoun referring to the antecedent advantage) or as a SE (the noun advantages, a 
minor constituent, is missing after other). This explanation is supported by the 
inter-rater reliability analysis of the combined error count (MEs + SEs) for each 
exam: The interclass correlation increased from .73 for MEs and .74 for SEs to 
.88 for the combined error count.  
To analyze which of the dependent variables best predicts the grammar 
grade, a series of multiple linear regressions (MLR) was conducted with the 
teacher-assigned grammar grade on the evaluation grid as the criterion variable 
and the accuracy measures (ME/T and SE/T) and complexity measures (C/S and 
DC/S) as the predictor variables. In essence, a MLR indicates how strong the 
relationship is between the scores predicted by the regression model and the 
observed scores in the data set (Stevens, 2002). It, therefore, allows the researcher 
to determine how much of the variance in the criterion variable can be accounted 
for by variance in one, some, or all of the predictor variables. In other words, the 
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MLR examines which of the independent variables (the accuracy measures and 
complexity measures) best predicts the teacher-assigned grammar grade on the 
evaluation grid. It was expected that there would be a negative correlation 
between the accuracy measures and the grammar grade and a positive correlation 
between the complexity measures and the grammar grade. A negative correlation 
between the accuracy measures and the grammar grade would indicate that the 
grammar grade decreases as the number of errors in an essay increase. The 
positive correlation between the complexity measures and the grammar grade 
would suggest that linguistically more complex texts receive a higher grammar 
grade. 
Finally, the relationship between the students‘ scores on the error-editing 
quizzes and their grammar grade on the essay exams and the accuracy ratios of 
their essays was explored to examine the connection between an indirect measure 
of grammatical ability, the error-editing quiz, and the performance assessment of 
this ability in writing. Results of the error-editing quizzes were only available for 
Course 1, so the sample size was rather small considering the number of variables 
involved. Consequently, Pearson‘s product-moment correlation coefficients were 
calculated to examine the relationships between these variables. 
2. Qualitative analysis of information management. 
The purpose of the qualitative analysis was to examine the textual 
metafunction and information distribution in the essay exams in the sample with 
SFL as an investigative framework (please see Chapter 2 for background on these 
terms). To examine the textual metafunction, one analyzes the clause as a textual 
message as well as the clause complex and the surrounding environment to 
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understand how writers and speakers construct the message (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004). At the clause level, the Theme is the most important element 
to be analyzed because it is ―the element which serves as the point of departure of 
the message; it is that which locates and orients the clause within its context‖ 
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004, p. 64). In other words, the Theme is the textual 
element that allows the writer to frame the message of a sentence and place it in 
relation to what precedes and follows this clause (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). 
The qualitative analysis of the essay exams proceeded in the following 
fashion. First, five essays from Course 1 and three essays from Course 2 
(corresponding to 25% of the sample in each course) were chosen for further 
analysis. These essays were chosen randomly from the pool of 33 essays written 
by students in both courses. Then, all eight essays were keyboarded to facilitate 
manipulation for the purposes of analysis. Next, Themes and Rhemes in the eight 
essays were identified, coded, and counted. In order to identify the Theme, one 
simply looks for the first constituent in the sentence. As described in Chapter 2, 
the Theme ends after the topical Theme (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004), which is 
realized by either a participant, circumstance, or process and could be preceded by 
other elements. The process is the core of the clause and is normally expressed by 
a verb phrase. Participants, on the other hand, are realized by nominal groups, 
usually the subject of a clause. Finally, circumstances are expressed through 
adverbial groups or prepositional phrases. 
To determine Themes in clause complexes, I followed Thompson‘s (2004) 
guidelines based on Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) and Fries (1981). It is 
possible, of course, to analyze Themes and Rhemes for each clause that is part of 
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a larger clause complex, but this provides, according to Thompson, unnecessary 
detail. Instead, he recommends to consider the dependent clause in the clause-
complex-initial position as the Theme for the entire clause complex (e.g., ―As the 
universe expanded, the temperature of the radiation decreased,‖ Thompson, 2004, 
p. 155); this applies to both finite and non-finite dependent clauses. Halliday and 
Matthiessen (2004) refer to this as the ―regressive sequence‖ (p. 393) of 
dependent and independent clauses, which gives thematic status to the dependent 
clause in the clause-complex-initial position because the dependent clause could 
also follow the independent clause but the writer chose to place it first. If, 
however, the independent clause precedes the dependent clause, the Theme and 
Rheme are analyzed in the independent clause, and the dependent clause simply 
forms part of the first clause‘s Rheme. Finally, if a clause complex contains more 
than one independent clause, it can be argued that each independent clause has its 
own Theme (Thompson, 2004). Consequently, compound clause complexes 
should first be separated into T-units, and the Theme/Rheme analysis should then 
be conducted within each T-unit depending on whether or not a dependent clause 
precedes or follows the main clause. 
As discussed in relation to the quantitative text-based analysis, 
identification of T-units in L2 texts brings certain problems. For the qualitative 
analysis, I used the T-unit coding of the essay exams that had previously been 
done for the quantitative analysis. This meant, of course, that sometimes the 
writers had not punctuated T-units appropriately. If clauses were separated by the 
writer‘s punctuation from the T-unit to which they logically belonged using Quirk 
et al.‘s (1985) definition of sentence boundaries, I included them in the Theme-
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Rheme analysis as part of the clause complex to which they were linked through 
context and meaning. The purpose of this analysis provided the rationale for this 
decision. In order to examine message and text construction, this change was 
necessary. In addition, the error resulting from the writer‘s punctuation had 
already been captured by the SE count. Likewise, if the writer had not separated 
two T-units correctly either through punctuation or the use of coordinating 
conjunctions, I separated them in the Theme-Rheme analysis. Every such change 
was recorded and documented in the analysis to consider these adjustments in the 
interpretation of the results. 
The second step in the qualitative text analysis was to examine the Theme 
types selected by the essay writers for each clause complex to examine the degree 
of syntactic variety of the L2 texts. Each previously identified Theme was first 
coded as marked or unmarked, depending on which constituent was used in which 
clause type (see Chapter 2 for a detailed discussion of marked and unmarked 
Themes). In addition it was noted whether the topical Theme was preceded by 
other elements such as conjunctive or modal adjuncts
25
, for example. Conjunctive 
adjuncts, on the one hand, are often referred to as transition words, have the 
textual function of conjunctions in that they relate the clause in which they are 
placed to other clauses, and are flexible in terms of their syntax (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 2004). Modal adjuncts, on the other hand, express 
the speaker‘s judgement about the process in terms of probability or evaluation. 
Both conjunctive and modal adjuncts do not form the topical Theme but often 
precede it in their role to create texture and establish links across sentence 
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 Adjuncts are what Quirk et al. (1985) refer to as conjuncts. 
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boundaries (for a detailed list of conjunctive and modal adjuncts, see Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004, p. 82). These adjuncts are, therefore, a good indication of 
information management devices used in texts. To obtain an overall picture of 
Theme-Rheme use for each essay, Theme types were tallied and recorded and 
particularly topical Themes preceded by other elements were identified. 
Next, each Theme was examined closely to determine if and how it 
established links to either the Theme or Rheme in other clause complexes or other 
parts of the text. This was done by analyzing the types of Theme progression used 
in these texts. The constant, zigzag, and derived patterns identified by Daneš 
(1974) plus the added split Rheme pattern (Bloor & Bloor, 2004; Eggins, 2004) 
were used as points of reference for this analysis (see Chapter 2, pp. 48-51, for a 
detailed description of these patterns). Theme progression in the eight essays 
selected for the qualitative text analysis was examined and categorized according 
to these four types of Theme-Rheme progression. The purpose here was to 
determine if the writer‘s Theme-Rheme use increased the number of links beyond 
the clause and clause complex, which would be a sign of an effectively 
constructed text because it corresponds to what Bloor and Bloor (2004) have 
called ―valued texts‖ (p. 219). Furthermore, such an analysis is able to assess the 
writer‘s ability to use information management devices at the sentential and 
suprasentential level, an important component of overall grammatical ability 
(Purpura, 2004). 
Finally, the information structure of the selected essays was analyzed in 
terms of new and given information units and distribution of this information in 
the clauses and clause complexes. Information in the essays was coded as new or 
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given following Halliday and Matthiessen‘s (2004) distinction between given and 
new as ―recoverable‖ or ―not recoverable‖ (p. 91) to the reader. If information had 
previously been mentioned in the discourse or referred to discourse participants 
always implicitly present in the discourse (such as I and you), the information was 
identified as given. If neither condition applied, the information was coded as 
new. In addition to the coding of information as new or given, I drew upon the 
analysis of Theme markedness. When the Theme constituent is marked (see 
definition of markedness in Chapter 2), the assumption is, at least with native 
speakers or writers, that this foregrounding of the information unit in the Theme is 
deliberate (Halliday, 1967b). That is, this element was placed in the Theme of the 
clause for the purposes of information structure and discourse flow. An 
examination of marked Themes in conjunction with the information distribution 
analysis in the eight essays chosen for the qualitative analysis, therefore, sheds 
light on whether the L2 writers chose marked Themes to effectively place given 
information in the Theme and to subsequently introduce new information in the 
Rheme. If information structure and theme placement do not coincide to lead to a 
more effective text, then this reveals aspects of the writer‘s L2 writing and 
information management ability. We would, therefore, expect to see a difference 
in this respect between L2 texts that receive a higher and lower grammar grade. 
A second coder verified the researcher‘s coding on 4 of the 8 essays 
selected for the qualitative text-based analysis. This second coder has a PhD in 
Language Assessment and is experienced in teaching and assessing L2 writing. 
Her analysis of the four essays confirmed the researcher‘s coding in most 
instances where Theme-Rheme identification and coding of new and given 
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information as well as Theme-Rheme progressions were concerned. Only a very 
small number of differences emerged, which were easily resolved through 
discussion. Subsequently, the researcher reviewed the coding for the remaining 4 
essays to ensure coding consistency for the data set selected for this analysis. 
In summary, Themes and Rhemes for all T-units in the eight selected 
essays were coded and then categorized according to type. First, Theme types 
were analyzed and markedness/unmarkedness was recorded. Second, the Theme-
Rheme progression was analyzed in all essays to examine if the L2 writers can 
use grammar effectively beyond the sentence level to construct texts and 
communicate their message in writing. Third, the distribution of new and given 
information in the texts was examined. Finally, the results of the qualitative text 
analysis were compared to the teacher-assigned grammar grade to examine the 
nature of the relationship between information management in these texts and the 
grammar grade. 
Phase 2 and 3 of the study: Student questionnaire and student and 
teacher interviews (quan + QUAL). 
The analysis of the student questionnaire proceeded in two steps. I first 
analyzed the first part of the questionnaire, which contained mainly closed 
questions designed to collect background information and demographic data on 
the student participants. The students‘ answers on the first part (quan) were coded 
and the responses tallied by question and answer. The resulting descriptive 
statistics served to create a profile of the student population in this study (see 
description of the population above). Then, I transcribed the students‘ answers to 
the open-ended questions in part 2 of the questionnaire for easier analysis. After 
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transcription of these answers, I grouped the answers by questionnaire item to 
facilitate analysis.  
To analyze these answers, I used open and axial coding techniques 
associated with developing grounded theory to identify themes and categories in 
the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Open coding requires analysis of the data 
without drawing on pre-conceived codes or categories. Rather, the codes and 
concepts emerge from careful reading, reflection, and thinking about the data and 
continue to develop as the process of analysis continues. The use and appearance 
of each coding category in the data is continuously cross-referenced to clarify and 
define each code and concept more clearly using the raw data (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008) and therefore keeps the researcher close to the raw data and not his/her 
preconceived notions (Charmaz, 2003). In addition, I kept memos to record the 
reasoning and analysis behind the emerging concepts and categories (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008; Charmaz, 2003, 2006). Furthermore, these memos helped me to 
clarify the concepts and categories I was looking for in the data as the analysis of 
the transcripts progressed. At the same time, I used axial coding; this means that I 
related the emerging concepts to each other to understand the relationships among 
them (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The themes that emerged from this analysis of the 
student questionnaire informed the interview protocol for the student interviews 
(see description of the instruments above). 
I also employed these techniques associated with developing grounded 
theory when analyzing the student and teacher interviews and followed the same 
procedures. In the initial stage of the coding process, I read the interview 
transcripts looking for information on the teachers‘ assessment criteria for 
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grammatical ability, the assessment process, and its effect especially on the 
students. I also identified any problems, concerns, or issues that both teachers and 
students mentioned in relation to the assessment of grammar. This included both 
reference to the criteria and to the assessment process. In subsequent analyses and 
readings of these interviews, the concepts and categories were refined through 
more detailed cross-referencing between different participants‘ accounts and the 
clarification of concepts and themes. For the student interviews, I again 
reorganized the transcripts first so that information from different participants on 
similar questions or topics could be analyzed jointly after an initial reading of all 
student interviews. In this way, it was easier to cross-reference between different 
transcripts and ensure more fully developed codes and concepts for the whole data 
set. The two teacher interviews were analyzed as separate interviews since the 
responses of the two teachers to the interview questions and the essay discussion 
task varied significantly. 
To validate the analysis of the student and teacher interviews, I used two 
methods. For the student interviews, I drew on the triangulation technique 
(Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Teddlie & 
Tashakkori, 2009); that is, I relied on the information in interviews with eight 
different participants on the same topic to determine codes, themes, and 
categories. Multiple sources, therefore, are the basis for findings based on this 
analysis. Furthermore, I used peer-debriefing to validate my analysis of the 
student and teacher interviews (Creswell, 2009; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). A second researcher with a PhD in 
Language Assessment and experience in L2 writing assessment took on this role. 
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She was familiar with the research project and reviewed the data, the emerging 
codes and themes, and the final summary and presentation of findings to assess 
the validity of my interpretation of the data. 
Integration of the QUAN and QUAL Strands 
The mixed methods triangulation design used in this study involves four 
different data sources (essay exams, student questionnaires, student interviews, 
and teacher interviews). In addition, various methods were used to analyze the 
essay exams. In order to answer the research questions that drove this study, the 
findings from these data sources and analyses had to be combined in what Teddlie 
and Tashakkori (2009) refer to as the process of integration, to make ―meaningful 
conclusions on the basis of consistent and inconsistent results‖ (p. 305). This 
involves a return to the research questions and a review of the data analysis and 
findings to compile relevant, albeit perhaps conflicting, information about each 
question. The answers to the research questions outlined at the beginning of this 
chapter and their discussion in the next two chapters, therefore, draw on both 
strands of the study. This integration will at the same time illustrate the advantage 
of having adopted a mixed methods research design because only the integration 
of the data sources as a final step in this research project will lead to 
comprehensive answers to the research questions. 
Summary 
This chapter provided an overview of the methodology and methods 
employed in this study to answer the four research questions. In particular, it 
introduces the study‘s mixed methods triangulation design (see Figure 9) and 
presents the three phases of the study and the data collection and analysis 
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methods. Four different data sources were collected and analyzed: the essay 
exams (analyzed using quantitative and qualitative text-based analysis methods) 
and the student questionnaires, student interviews, and teacher interviews (all 
analyzed using a grounded theory approach). The findings from these data sources 
will be presented in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Presentation of the Results 
Overview of the Chapter 
This chapter presents the results from all three phases of the data analysis 
and all four data sources. First, the findings from the topics effects analysis are 
presented and discussed. This is followed by the quantitative and qualitative text-
based analyses of the essay exams. Finally, the themes and concepts that emerged 
from the qualitative analysis of the student questionnaires and the student and 
teacher interviews are presented. 
Topic Effect Analysis 
In both courses, the topics chosen by the students were not equally 
distributed. Table 2 reports the frequencies with which each topic was chosen in 
the two courses. It is worth noting that in both courses one of the topics was only 
chosen by one student. The remaining topics were chosen by roughly half of the 
students each in Course 1 and two thirds and one third respectively in Course 2. 
A one-way ANOVA was conducted separately for each course to 
determine whether the students‘ topic choice affected their performance on the 
essay exam and more precisely the teacher-assigned grammar grade. Topic choice 
in each course served as an independent grouping variable with three levels for 
each course, and the teacher-assigned grammar grade on the evaluation grid (see 
Appendix D) converted to percentages as the dependent variable. Because 
unequal numbers of students chose the three topics in each course, the ANOVAs 
were carried out using the General Linear Model procedure rather than the regular 
SPSS ANOVA procedure. This allows the program to calculate the weighted 
rather than the unweighted means for each group in each course and to calculate 
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the F values based on the Type III SS. Thereby, the unequal cell sizes are taken 
into consideration. 
Table 2 
Topic Choice per Course 
Course Topic n % 
1 1 (digital age) 1 5 
 2 (escaping stress) 10 53 
 3 (life skills) 8 42 
Total  19 100 
2 1 (effects of stress) 3 21 
 2 (fast-food restaurants) 10 72 
 3 (homelessness) 1 7 
Total  14 100 
 
The ANOVAs for the two courses were not statistically significant, 
F(2,16) = .029, p = .971 (Course 1) and F(2,11) = 1.474, p = .271 (Course 2). The 
results did not change when the two students who had been the only ones to 
choose the third possible topic choice in Course 1 and 2 were removed from the 
sample. The ANOVAs for both courses were still not statistically significant, 
F(1,16) = .005, p = .944 (Course 1) and F(1,11) = .278, p = .609 (Course 2). 
Therefore, one can conclude that topic choice did not affect the teacher-assigned 
grammar grade. Table 3 reports the estimated marginal means and their standard 
errors for the ANOVAs for each course with all three topics included. Because of 
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the unequal group sizes for topic choice in the two courses, estimated marginal 
means and standard error are reported here rather than regular means and standard 
deviations. 
Table 3 
Estimated Marginal Means and Standard Error by Topic Choice 
Course Topic Mean SE 
1 1 (digital age) 70.0 5.86 
 2 (escaping stress) 71.3 1.85 
 3 (life skills) 71.5 2.07 
2 1 (effects of stress) 74.0 5.66 
 2 (fast-food restaurants) 77.4 3.11 
 3 (homelessness) 60.0 9.8 
 
Phase 1: Text-based Analysis 
1. Quantitative text-based analysis. 
 Figures 11 to 14 visually display the correlations between the teacher-
assigned grammar grade on the evaluation grid in percent and the accuracy 
measures (ME/T and SE/T) and the complexity measures (C/S and DC/S) coded 
by the researcher. Figures 11 and 12 indicate a negative correlation between the 
accuracy measures and the grammar grade: The more MEs and SEs the L2 writers 
commit, the lower the teacher-assigned grammar grade. For the first complexity 
measure, the C/S, the results displayed in Figure 13 are less clear. There is no 
evident pattern for Course 1, but there appears to be a negative correlation 
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between complexity and the teacher-assigned grammar grade for Course 2. That 
is, as L2 writers produce more complex sentences, the grammar grade decreases. 
Finally, Figure 14 displays the correlation between the DC/S and the grammar 
grade. It is difficult to discern a pattern here for either course: There appears to be 
no relationship between the ratio and the grammar grade. The differences between 
the two courses are confirmed by the Pearson Correlations of the four measures 
with the grammar grade, which are displayed in Table 4. For Course 1, only the 
SE/T ratio has a moderate negative correlation with the grammar grade whereas 
the ME/T and SE/T ratios show strong negative correlations with the grammar 
grade in Course 2. 
 
 
Figure 11. Correlation between grammar grade and ME/T. 
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Figure 12. Correlation between grammar grade and SE/T. 
 
 
  
Figure 13. Correlation between grammar grade and C/S. 
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Figure 14. Correlation between grammar grade and DC/S. 
 
Table 4 
Pearson Correlations between Accuracy, Complexity, and the Grammar Grade 
Course Measure Pearson correlations 
1 ME/T -.241 
 SE/T -.416* 
 C/S  .251 
 DC/S  .151 
2 ME/T -.761*** 
 SE/T -.744*** 
 C/S -.388 
 DC/S -.038 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
  Multiple linear regression (MLR) was selected as the most appropriate 
statistical procedure to analyze which measure(s) best predict(s) the grammar 
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grade as the criterion variable with the accuracy (ME/T and SE/T) and complexity 
measures (C/S and DC/S) as the predictor variables. Prior to conducting the 
analysis, however, three important diagnostic tests had to be conducted. First, the 
assumption in MLR that the relationship between each predictor variable and the 
criterion variable is linear has to be tested. This can be done by examining the 
scatterplots, none of which point to a non-linear relationship or a non-constant 
variation. Second, the data needs to be tested for multicollinearity (i.e., moderate 
to high correlations among the predictor variables). This can be diagnosed by 
examining the simple correlations between those variables. The correlations for 
all predictors are shown in Table 5. The two accuracy measures and the two 
complexity measures are strongly correlated to each other, and those correlations 
are highly statistically significant. That is, multicollinearity may be a concern 
when conducting a MLR with this data set, especially considering the relatively 
small sample size for a MLR. Therefore, further tests need to be conducted. 
Table 5 
Correlations among the Accuracy and Complexity Measures 
 ME/T SE/T C/S DC/S 
ME/T –  .82***  -.01  -.27 
SE/T  –   .07  -.28 
C/S   – .799*** 
DC/S    – 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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With the concern of multicollinearity in mind, a first MLR was conducted 
for the complete data set with all four predictors to diagnose the degree of 
multicollinearity through the tolerance and variance inflation factor (VIF) 
statistics. The tolerance statistic provides an indication of the percent of variance 
that cannot be accounted for by the other predictors in the regression model. 
Therefore, a low tolerance value points to the fact that a particular predictor is 
redundant within a given MLR model. The VIF statistic is the reciprocal of 
tolerance (i.e., 1/tolerance). Researchers use different cut-off scores for these 
diagnostic tests, but the most commonly used rule-of-thumb is that a tolerance 
value of less than .25 and a VIF greater than 4 point towards issues with 
multicollinearity for a predictor (Garson, 2010). Other, more conservative 
researchers set .40 for tolerance and 2.5 for VIF as the recommended cut-off 
values (Williams, 2009). 
Finally, the data was examined for influential data points using Cook‘s 
Distance. This statistic estimates the difference in the regression weights if a 
particular case is removed from the data set. If there is a large error of prediction 
(the residuals), Cook‘s D will also be large and values of 1 or bigger are of 
concern (Stevens, 2002).  
To explore the relationship between the four predictors and the grammar 
grade and to run diagnostic tests for Multicollinearity and Cook‘s D, a MLR with 
four predictors (ME/T, SE/T, C/S, and DC/S) and the grammar grade as the 
criterion variable was conducted.  The MLR equation was statistically significant 
for this model, R
2
 = .40, adjusted R
2
 = .32, F(4,28) = 4.71, p > .01. However, none 
of the Beta coefficients, which indicate the relative contribution of each predictor 
Chapter 4: Presentation of Results 
99 
to the model, nor the correlations between the predictors and the grammar grade 
were statistically significant. This may have been due to the fact that the values of 
the multicollinearity diagnostic statistics for this model approach critical values 
for two predictors, the C/S and DC/S, and the tolerance and VIF statistics are 
above the more conservative cut-off points mentioned above for these two 
predictors (see Table 6). The values for Cook‘s D range from 0 to .51, so there are 
no single influential cases present in the data set that should possibly be 
eliminated. 
Table 6 
Collinearity Statistics (Tolerance and VIF) for all Predictors 
Predictor Tolerance VIF 
C/S .37 2.67 
ME/T .65 1.55 
DC/S .39 2.58 
SE/T .60 1.66 
  
Because of potential issues with multicollinearity and redundancy of 
predictors as well as the small sample size for the number of predictors in the full 
MLR model, a reduced model was selected, in which a combined accuracy 
measure (ME/T + SE/T = E/T) and one complexity measure (C/S) were included. 
The first variable was created to reduce the number of variables by combining two 
into one. The second measure was chosen because the scatter plots (see Figures 
12 and 13) seemed to indicate a clearer correlation pattern between the grammar 
grade and this predictor than between the dependent variable and the other 
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complexity measure. The linear combination of the two predictors (E/T and C/S) 
was significantly correlated to the grammar grade, R
2
 = .35, adjusted R
2
 = .31, 
F(2,30) = 8.22, p < .01. The adjusted squared sample multiple correlation 
coefficient R
2
 indicates that approximately 31% of the variance in the grammar 
grade can be accounted for by the linear combination of E/T and C/S. Table 7 
presents the indices that indicate the relative strength of these two predictors. All 
correlations are negative, but only the correlation between E/T and the grammar 
grade is statistically significant (p < .01) and indicates that 57% of the variance in 
the grammar grade can be accounted for by changes in the E/T. Table 8 presents 
the unstandardized (B) and standardized beta (β) regression coefficients for this 
model. Again, only the regression weights for the predictor E/T are statistically 
significant (p < .01) for this model. The VIF and tolerance statistics have values 
of 1 for this model; multicollinearity is, therefore, not a concern. 
Table 7 
Bivariate & Partial Correlations of Predictors with Grammar Grade 
Predictors Correlations between 
predictor & grammar grade 
Partial correlations between 
predictor & grammar grade 
C/S    -.21   -.27 
E/T -.56** -.57** 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 8 
Summary of the MLR Analysis for the Variables Predicting the Grammar Grade  
Variable B SE B β 
 E/T -8.86 2.34 -.56** 
C/S -3.26 2.23 -.21 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
Because the scatter plots (see Figures 11 to 14) and the Pearson 
correlations (see Table 4) indicate different patterns and relationships between the 
predictors and the criterion variable for the two courses, separate MLR analyses 
were conducted for the two courses. First, a MLR analysis for Course 1 was 
conducted to examine the predictive quality of the E/T and the C/S on the 
grammar grade. The regression equation for this analysis was not statistically 
significant, F(2,16) = 1.53, p = .25. In other words, the accuracy and complexity 
measures are not good predictors of the grammar grade. The tolerance and VIF 
statistics indicated that multicollinearity is not a concern for these two predictors 
within this model. 
The same MRL analysis was also carried out for Course 2. The linear 
combination of E/T and C/S for Course 2 was statistically significantly related to 
the grammar grade, R
2
 = .76, adjusted R
2
 = .72, F(2,11) = 17.41, p < .001. The 
adjusted squared sample multiple correlation coefficient indicates that 
approximately 72% of the variance in the grammar grade for Course 2 could be 
accounted for by the linear combination of the E/T and the C/S. Because the 
bivariate and partial correlations are negative and statistically significant (see 
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Table 9), one can conclude that both measures are good predictors of the teacher-
assigned grammar grade. E/T contributes 85% of the variance and C/S 61% of 
variance when controlling for the other predictor. Table 10 presents the 
unstandardized (B) and standardized beta (β) coefficients, and the regression 
weights for both predictors are statistically significant for this model. The 
tolerance and VIF values equal 1, which indicates that there is no concern about 
multicollinearity.  
Table 9 
Bivariate & Partial Correlations of Predictors with Grammar Grade (Course 2) 
Predictors Correlations between 
predictor & grammar grade 
Partial correlations between 
predictor & grammar grade 
E/T -.79*** -.85*** 
C/S -.39* -.61* 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
Table 10 
Summary of the MLR Analysis for the Variables Predicting the Grammar Grade 
(Course 2) 
Variable B SE B β 
 E/T -14.51*** 2.75 -.78*** 
C/S 7.91 3.11 -.38* 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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In brief, the MLR analyses indicate that the E/T is a good predictor for the 
teacher-assigned grammar grade for the whole data set. For Course 1, neither the 
E/T nor the C/S, however, is able to predict the grammar grade. For Course 2, on 
the other hand, both measures are good predictors of the grammar grade and 
jointly account for 72% of the variance in the grammar grade. 
Finally, the correlations between the grammar grade, the error-editing 
quiz, and the accuracy measures coded on the essay exams were analyzed to 
examine the relationship between the different assessment tools for grammatical 
ability. For each student, the teacher of Course 1 had two editing quiz grades. The 
mean of these two grades was calculated, and this new value (Quiz) was used as 
the basis for the computation of correlation coefficients among the four variables. 
Using the Bonferroni approach to control for Type I error across the six 
correlations, a p value of less than .008 (.05/6 = .008) was required for 
significance. The results of the correlational analysis in Table 11 indicate that 
only the moderate correlation between the Grammar grade and the Quiz is 
statistically significant at this level. Even if the Bonferroni approach to control for 
Type I error had not been applied to this analysis, only the moderate correlation 
between the  SE/T and the Quiz would have been statistically significant (p < .05). 
In other words, the students‘ ability to perform well on a grammar editing test 
does not appear to be related to their ability to find and edit grammar mistakes in 
their own writing. There is a relationship, however, between the ability to perform 
well on the error-editing quiz and the construct that the teacher assesses when 
assigning scores for grammatical ability in academic writing. 
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Table 11 
Pearson Correlations between Quiz, Grammar Grade, ME/T, & SE/T  
 Quiz Grammar Grade ME/T SE/T 
Quiz – .62** -.01 -.522* 
Grammar Grade  – -.24 -.46 
ME/T   –  .39 
SE/T    – 
* p < .05, ** p < .008 
2. Qualitative text-based analysis. 
In this section, I will present the results of the qualitative text analysis of 
the eight essays selected for this analysis. First, I will present the results of the 
Theme type analysis. Here, I will first report on what constituents made up the 
Themes in these texts and whether these constituents would be considered a 
marked or unmarked Theme in their particular clause. The results are compiled 
and reported in a summary table that allows a comparison among the eight texts. 
Second, I will present the results of the Theme progression analysis. For this 
analysis, I will first provide a descriptive analysis of each text and then compare 
the findings across the eight texts with the help of a summary table. Finally, I will 
present the results from the information structure analysis for the eight texts and 
compare these results to that of the Theme type and the Theme progression 
analysis to assess the overall effectiveness of the texts. At this point, I will 
compare the results of my qualitative text analysis to the teacher-assigned 
grammar grades. The complete versions of the eight texts with the Theme-Rheme 
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coding, the Theme-Rheme progression analysis, and the information structure 
analysis are included in Appendix F. 
2.1. Theme type analysis. 
Eight different Theme types were found in the eight texts. As was to be 
expected, the most common Theme constituent was the clause subject. Because 
this category was so common, three subcategories were identified and coded for 
this Theme type: simple subjects, ―heavy subjects‖ (Thompson, 2004, p. 144), and 
preceded subject Themes. Heavy subjects were defined here as subject phrases 
containing six or more words excluding determiners. For example, the following 
noun phrase from Carolina‘s26 text ―the only way you can learn new live [sic]‖ 
would be considered a heavy subject whereas ―that issue‖ (Carolina) or even 
―doing exercises [sic] or getting a massage‖ (Bianca) would not. Preceded subject 
is a Theme type where the topical Theme is realized by the subject of the clause, 
but this subject is preceded by another element, usually a textual Theme (i.e., a 
transition word or discourse marker) that relates this clause to the preceding one 
or the rest of the text; the preceded subject Theme, therefore, represents an 
example of a multiple Theme (Bloor & Bloor, 2004; Butt et al., 2003; Eggins, 
2004; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 2004). For instance, ―also 
having a [sic] healthy food and drinking a lot of water helps to have a strong body 
and mind‖ (Andrea) or ―in conclusion, modern life provoques [sic] stress to 
people‖ (Andrea) are both clauses with a subject topical Theme (underlined) 
preceded by a discourse marker (in italics) that indicate to the reader how these 
                                                 
26
 To protect the identity of the participants, pseudonyms are used in this dissertation when 
referring to specific participants. 
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clauses fit into the paragraph or the overall text. The subject Theme with its three 
subcategories is considered a non-marked Theme in the declarative clause (Bloor 
& Bloor, 2004; Butt et al., 2003; Eggins, 2004; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; 
Thompson, 2004). 
Most of the remaining Theme types found in these eight texts were marked 
Themes in declarative clauses. For example, the writers placed dependent clauses 
in the Theme position. They also used circumstantial adjuncts to realize the 
topical Theme. These adjuncts express the circumstances under which the 
participant/s (subject) undertake/s the process (verb) of the clause. That is, they 
express the time (when?), place (where?), cause (why?), and manner (how?) of the 
process and are usually realized by adverbial or prepositional phrases (Bloor & 
Bloor, 2004; Eggins, 2004; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 2004).  
Some writers, however, also used one of two ―thematizing structures‖ 
(Thompson, 2004, p. 151), the thematic equative and the predicated Theme, both 
of which allow the writer to manipulate expected Theme-Rheme structures. These 
devices are what Quirk et al. (1985) refer to as cleft and pseudo cleft sentences, 
respectively. The thematic equative is a special construction where Theme and 
Rheme refer to the same person or thing and the verb be takes on the role of a 
mathematic equal sign (Halliday, 1967a, 1967b; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; 
Thompson, 2004), hence the name.  The thematic equative allows the writer to 
nominalize one part of the clause and then place this group into thematic position 
so that it becomes the departing point of the message of the clause. It is, therefore, 
considered a fronting device (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Quirk et al., 1985; 
Thompson, 2004) that allows the writer to stage the Theme because it is clearly 
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separated from the Rheme (Thompson, 2004). Julio (Course 2) is the only one to 
use this device in his text: ―Stress due to some difficulty is what make [sic] people 
work faster‖. The thematic equative allows Julio to bring the word stress to the 
beginning of the clause. The predicated Theme, on the other hand, allows the 
writer to use the Theme, which normally presents given information, to present 
new information by using a marked grammatical structure for a particular 
constituent (Eggins, 2004; Thompson, 2004). Thereby, the writer establishes in 
writing a direct contrast between the two parts of the sentence, which would be 
communicated through stress and intonation in oral communication. Like 
thematic equatives, predicated Themes are rare (Halliday, 1967b), and Gustavo 
(Course 1) was the only one to use it in this sample: ―[it] is your one [sic] style 
an[d] ideas what [sic] determine how creative you are.‖ Using the predicated 
structure communicates to the reader or listener that there should be a tonic 
accent, that is an emphasis, on the word or phrase at the end of the predicated 
theme (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). By using ―[it] is your one [sic] style an[d] 
ideas‖ rather than simply ―your own style and ideas‖, Gustavo indicates that it is 
style and ideas and nothing else that determine the level of creativity. 
One other type of Theme that was not realized by a subject yet did not 
constitute a marked Theme was found in the eight texts. Carolina (Course 2) used 
three imperative clauses in her text. In all three, she placed the finite verb in the 
Theme position, which would constitute an unmarked Theme in these types of 
clauses (Bloor & Bloor, 2004; Butt et al., 2003; Eggins, 2004; Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004; Thompson, 2004). She was the only one of the eight writers 
whose texts were selected for the qualitative analysis to use this Theme type. 
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Tables 12 to 14 present an overview of the findings in relation to Theme 
types in all eight essays. Table 12 shows the frequency of unmarked Theme types 
whereas Table 13 presents an overview of the marked Theme types used in these 
texts. Comparing the two tables, we can observe that most writers employ 
substantially more unmarked than marked themes. All eight writers most 
frequently rely on simple subjects and subjects preceded by discourse markers as 
Themes in declarative clauses. Most writers also use a heavy subject at the 
beginning of the clause at some point in their text. In terms of marked Themes, 
the dependent clause is most commonly used. In fact, it is the only marked Theme 
type employed by three of the eight writers. Circumstantial themes are also used 
but much less than the dependent clause. In effect, only four writers use this 
Theme type at all, and of those only two use it more than once. 
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Table 12 
Unmarked Themes in L2 Texts from both Courses by Grammar Grade 
Name Course Simple 
Subject 
Heavy 
Subject  
Preceded 
Subject 
Finite verb 
(imperative) 
Total 
Andrea
L 
1 15 5 11  31 
Gustavo
L
 1 3 4 17  24 
Mahdi
M 
1 9 2 14  25 
Wei
M
 1 12  10  22 
Carolina
M
 2 10 1 14 3 28 
Bianca
H 
1 6 8 7  21 
Gabriela
H
 2 14 3 8  25 
Julio
H
 2 16  6  22 
 
H: teacher-assigned grammar grade above 84% 
 
M: teacher-assigned grammar grade 70-75% 
L: teacher-assigned grammar grade below 65% 
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Table 13 
Marked Themes in L2 Texts from both Courses by Grammar Grade 
Name Course Dependent 
Clause  
Circumstantial Other  Total 
Andrea
L 
1 1 2  3 
Gustavo
L
 1 2 1 1 4 
Mahdi
M 
1 1  1 2 
Wei
M
 1 3 2  4 
Carolina
M
 2 5   5 
Bianca
H 
1 4   4 
Gabriela
H
 2 2  2 4 
Julio
H
 2 3 4 2 9 
 
H: teacher-assigned grammar grade above 84% 
M: teacher-assigned grammar grade 70-75% 
L: teacher-assigned grammar grade below 65% 
 Table 14 shows a comparison of subject and non-subject Themes used in 
the eight texts in percent. In most texts, the proportion of marked Themes to 
unmarked Themes is similar to the percentage of marked Themes ranging from 
7% to 17%. Julio‘s essay is the only one to stand out in this respect with a higher 
number of marked Themes, that is, 29% of the total number of Themes. In brief, 
differences can be observed regarding marked Themes both in terms of type and 
relative frequency of occurrence whereas unmarked Theme use is less varied in 
these texts. 
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Table 14 
Comparison of Subject Themes to Non-Subject Themes by Grammar Grade 
  Subject Themes  Non-subject Themes  All Themes 
Name Course n %  n %  n % 
Andrea
L 
1 31 91  3 9  34 100 
Gustavo
L
 1 24 86  4 14  28 100 
Mahdi
M 
1 25 93  2 7  27 100 
Wei
M
 1 22 85  4 15  26 100 
Carolina
M
 2 25 83  5 17  30 100 
Bianca
H 
1 21 84  4 16  25 100 
Gabriela
H
 2 25 86  4 14  29 100 
Julio
H
 2 22 71  9 29  31 100 
 
H: teacher-assigned grammar grade above 84% 
M: teacher-assigned grammar grade 70-75% 
L: teacher-assigned grammar grade below 65% 
Finally, I will examine the relationship between Theme types and the 
teacher-assigned grammar grade. As the superscripts in Tables 12 to 14 indicate, 
three of the eight essays received a high grammar grade (above 84%), three a 
medium grammar grade (70-75%), and two a low grammar grade (below 65%). 
The three essays with the high grammar grade are also the ones with the lowest 
number of preceded subject themes (6-8) compared to essays in the medium and 
low categories (10-17). Table 13 shows the number of marked Themes. Andrea‘s 
and Gustavo‘s essays received the lowest grammar marks (60-65%), and these 
essays have fewer marked Themes than the essays in the high category but not 
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than those in the medium category. In this regard, these two essays appear not to 
be different from the essays in the medium category. Finally, it is impossible to 
distinguish the three essays by Mahdi, Wei, and Carolina with a medium grammar 
grade from essays with a high and low grammar grade. Theme type use, both in 
terms of unmarked and marked Themes, does not differ noticeably from the other 
two categories to draw any conclusions about how Theme type use may influence 
the teacher‘s assignment of the grammar grade. In conclusion, Theme types use 
(category and frequency) appears not to be related to the teacher-assigned 
grammar grade. 
2.2. Theme-Rheme progression analysis. 
In this next section, I will present the results from the Theme progression 
analysis of the eight texts. In the literature, four Theme-Rheme progression 
patterns have been identified (please refer to Chapter 2 for a detailed description 
of the patterns). In the presentation of the results for this analysis, I will focus on 
three of the four patterns. A preliminary analysis of the eight texts revealed that 
Hyperthemes were very common in these texts. This is not surprising because 
these texts were written for an academic writing class, in which teachers focus, 
among other goals, on their students‘ skills to develop and write well-organized 
paragraphs. This means that, in general, any paragraph in these essays is closely 
related to one main idea. This main idea may only be mentioned or referred to 
explicitly in the topic sentence of the paragraph, but all the remaining sentences 
are clearly related to this idea. This is also what characterizes a Hypertheme: no 
explicit reference or conventional cohesive devices but only a general connection 
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to the ideas expressed in the Theme. The following introductory paragraph from 
Wei‘s essay is a good example: 
In modern society, we are lucky to enjoy ourselves with the high-tech 
products. Children can play on-line games at home. Women can buy 
beautiful dresses anywhere by ordering on line. People can connect with 
their friends anytime by cell phones. It makes our life more comfortable 
and convenient than before. But as every coin has two sides, there are also 
some drawbacks of living in the digital age: wasting time, disclosing 
personal information, and causing health problems. (Wei) 
The sentences apparently follow each other without clear links, but all are clearly 
connected to the Hypertheme technology in modern society. Because of its 
prevalence in all of the eight texts, the Hypertheme proved not to be a meaningful 
pattern to capture differences in these eight writers‘ information management 
strategies and abilities. I, therefore, focused on the remaining three patterns 
(constant, zigzag, and split Rheme progressions) to capture the texture of these 
eight texts. As a result, I will only refer to the presence of Hyperthemes in the 
brief descriptions of the texts that follow when the writer has used no or very few 
other progression patterns. These descriptions of the texts are followed by a 
summary of the results and a comparison of writer and course differences. In the 
following, only the analysis of Theme-Rheme progression in Andrea‘s  essays 
contains an example paragraph from her text. The reader can consult the complete 
Theme-Rheme progression analysis for all eight texts in Appendix F. 
Andrea wrote her essay on different ways to fight stress. Her introductory 
paragraph contains one zigzag pattern Theme-Rheme link and one split Rheme 
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with two links. These links ensure that concepts are first introduced and then 
expanded with more detailed information in subsequent clauses. Her second 
paragraph is very interesting because she uses four different kinds of Theme-
Rheme progressions, and it is, therefore, analyzed in detail here and visually 
represented in Figure 15. Her first sentence exhibits a split Rheme as different 
aspects of that Rheme are picked up in Themes 2 and 4. Next, she uses a constant 
Theme link between Themes 3a and 3b. Then, she relies on a zigzag pattern to 
connect the ideas presented in Rheme 4 to Theme 5. Finally, we find an unusual 
Theme in the last sentence. Theme 6 establishes a total of five links to other 
Themes and Rhemes through the phrase ―all this [sic] examples‖. Butt et al. 
(2003) found a similar theme in one of the texts they analyzed but did not label 
this Theme pattern. Because of its rhetoric function in both Andrea‘s text and the 
Butt et al.‘s example, I have called this a summary Theme.  
In her third paragraph, Andrea relies only on constant Theme links. Four 
links can be identified, and all make reference to the same concept, people, 
through lexical repetition and pronoun reference. Her fourth paragraph, on the 
other hand, contains three different Theme-Rheme progressions: first a constant 
pattern linking Theme 1 and 2 and Theme 6a and 6b through people and they as 
well as you-you, a summary Theme with links to three preceding Rhemes, and 
finally a zigzag pattern linking Rheme 5 to 6a through repetition of  you. Finally, 
Paragraph 5 shows two different Theme progressions, one constant Theme and 
one zigzag pattern Theme-Rheme link. In summary, Andrea‘s text contains ten 
simple links (5 zigzag and 8 constant progressions), two split Rhemes with 2 links 
each, and 2 summary themes with five and three links each. Every paragraph, 
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therefore, contains some links, and she uses a variety of techniques to establish 
these connections.  
 Theme Rheme 
1 It has been prouved that healthy habits not only help your body,  
but also your mind  
2 that‘s why, it helps to fight against stress. 
3a People use sport as a way of liberation, 
3b they go to gym, or do biking, running, or even 
practisse a regular sport as football, tennis 
etc. 
4 Also having a healthy food and 
drinking a lot of water 
helps to have a strong body and mind. 
5 Other way of taking care of 
your body 
is true your mind 
5b so activities as yoga, 
medidation and Feng-Chui 
contribute to improove your living-habits. 
6 All this examples are a way to escape the stress because they 
release your body and mind from negative 
things that can be the cause of your stress. 
Figure 15. Theme-Rheme progression in Andrea‘s second paragraph. 
Gustavo wrote about life skills that lead to success in the workplace. His 
introductory paragraph shows links between two different concepts, life skills and 
life experience. One establishes a constant Theme progression between Theme 1 
and 2. The other establishes zigzag pattern progressions between Rheme 2 and 
Theme 3-4. His second paragraph contains only one zigzag pattern link between 
the penultimate Rheme and the last Theme in reference to project. Paragraph 3, on 
the other hand, shows numerous links. One idea, businessman, is referenced in 
seven Themes in a row, establishing six constant Theme links, although his 
inconsistent pronoun use (singular referent followed by the plural pronoun they 
and subsequently the singular pronouns he or she) makes it more difficult for the 
reader to notice these links. In addition, he uses one zigzag pattern link from 
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Rheme 2 to Theme 3. Paragraph 4 again exhibits fewer links with only constant 
and one zigzag pattern link. His concluding paragraph exhibits links with 
reference to different ideas. First is one constant progression with reference to life 
skills followed by one constant progression through you. In summary, his essay 
contains 14 links, 8 constant Theme links and 6 zigzag Theme-Rheme links. 
Like Andrea, Bianca wrote about ways to fight stress. Her introduction 
exhibits no clear Theme-Rheme links, so the paragraph is only unified through 
reference to the Hypertheme stress of modern life. Her second paragraph shows 
four zigzag pattern Theme-Rheme links. Each Rheme introduces a new idea that 
is then recovered in the following Theme. This paragraph also contains one 
constant Theme-Rheme link in the middle of the paragraph in reference to holiday 
destinations. In her third paragraph, three Themes are linked through repetition of 
the pronoun you. In addition, the paragraph exhibits two zigzag links between 
phrases related to pleasant activities introduced in one Rheme and mentioned 
again in the subsequent Theme. In her fourth paragraph, there are again two 
constant Theme-Rheme links via the pronoun you in subject position. 
Furthermore, Bianca includes a summary Theme through the pronoun those in the 
last sentence of this paragraph, thereby establishing links to four preceding 
Rhemes. Her concluding paragraph exhibits only one zigzag pattern Theme-
Rheme link through repetition of the key concept stress. In brief, her essay 
contains a total of 15 simple Theme progressions (9 zigzag and 6 constant links) 
and one summary Theme with 4 links to preceding Rhemes. 
Like Bianca‘s introduction, Mahdi‘s contains no explicit Theme-Rheme 
links and only makes reference to the Hypertheme success in the workplace. His 
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second paragraph contains more links through reference to different concepts and 
ideas. Person or everyone are connected through one constant and one zigzag 
pattern link, and the key word social links two Rhemes and Themes in a zigzag 
pattern. In the third paragraph, the phrase managerial skill [sic] is repeated four 
times and establishes two constant and one zigzag pattern link. This paragraph 
also contains a split Rheme, which introduces managers and workers, both to be 
referred to in two separate Themes subsequently. In the fourth paragraph, the 
three phrases workplace, personal skills, and people-they ensure a total of five 
constant Theme progressions. Personal skills, also connects Rheme 1 to Theme 2 
through a zigzag link. Mahdi‘s conclusion contains one constant Theme link 
between its only two sentences. In summary, his essay contains 12 simple Theme-
Rheme links (3 zigzag and 9 constant links) and one split Rheme with two links. 
Like the two previous texts, Wei‘s introduction contains no explicit 
Theme-Rheme links and is only connected to the paragraph‘s Hypertheme 
technology in modern society.
27
 His second paragraph contains only two constant 
Theme links between the last three Themes in reference to people. Wei‘s third 
paragraph exhibits three constant Theme links through the pronoun we and 
references to people. In paragraph 4, we see the only two zigzag pattern 
progressions. His conclusion contains no Theme-Rheme links. In this case, there 
is not even a clear connection to a Hypertheme for this paragraph. In total, his 
essay contains only seven Theme-Rheme links, which is by far the smallest 
number of links compared to all the other essays that formed part of the 
qualitative text-based analysis.  
                                                 
27
 Wei‘s introduction served as an illustration above of Hypertheme use in this sample of texts. 
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Carolina‘s introductory paragraph consists of only one long sentence and, 
therefore, contains no explicit Theme-Rheme links; there are only references to 
the Hypertheme positive effects of stress. Her second paragraph contains long 
Rhemes but only one zigzag pattern and two clear constant Theme links, all of 
which refer to the same idea, the finishing of a project. Her third paragraph 
contains clearly more links through repeated implicit and explicit reference to you 
(one zigzag and three constant patterns). In addition, two other Rhemes and 
Themes are connected in zigzag patterns. This paragraph also contains a summary 
Theme establishing two links to preceding Rhemes. Whereas her fourth paragraph 
contains no clear Theme-Rheme links, it includes a clear reference to an idea 
discussed in the second paragraph, the project she works on with her fellow 
workers. None of the other texts display any explicit references like this beyond 
the paragraph level. Finally, her conclusion contains one zigzag pattern link 
through repetition of the pronouns he and two implicit constant Themes links 
through the use of imperative verbs and the pronoun you. In brief, her essay 
contains a total of 16 simple Theme-Rheme links (5 zigzag and 8 constant links). 
In addition, she used one summary Theme with 2 links in her text. 
With seven sentences, Gabriela‘s introduction to her text on the effects of 
fast food is unusually long compared to the other texts in the sample. It contains 
an uncommonly high number of Theme-Rheme links with three zigzag and two 
constant pattern links and one split Rheme with two links. All these links pick up 
different elements that Gabriela had previously introduced in her text, such as fast 
food, positive/negative effects, and people. The second paragraph is comparatively 
short and contains only three links, one constant link from Theme 1 to Theme 6 
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(people – you) and one split Rheme in clause 2 with links to Theme 3 and 4 
respectively (reasons – first – second). Her fourth paragraph is longer with four 
zigzag pattern links and two constant Theme links in relation to different ideas 
discussed in the paragraph. Her concluding paragraph contains only one constant 
Theme link in relation to people. In summary, Gabriela‘s text contains 13 simple 
links (7 zigzag and 6 constant links) and 2 split Rhemes establishing 2 links each. 
Julio‘s text on the positive effects of stress also starts with a relatively 
long introduction. Like Gabriela‘s introduction, it has a relatively high number of 
links: two zigzag pattern Theme-Rheme progressions between the first three 
sentences (causal links) and three constant progressions between the remaining 
three (repetition of stress). In paragraph 2, stress again establishes two constant 
links and one zigzag pattern link. In addition, there is one zigzag pattern link 
through a causal relationship and a zigzag and then constant pattern link to 
worker. His third paragraph contains three zigzag pattern links as key concepts are 
linked mainly through textual Themes to subsequent sentences in which they are 
further developed. The next paragraph contains a constant link progression from 
Theme 1 to 6 with reference to stress and two zigzag pattern links between two 
different ideas discussed in the paragraph. His conclusion contains two constant 
links between the three Themes as stress is again repeated. In brief, Julio makes 
good use of Theme-Rheme links to construct his text, and his text exhibits a total 
of 18 simple links (10 zigzag and 8 constant links) and one split Rheme with two 
links. 
Table 15 summarizes the results of the Theme-Rheme progression analysis 
of the eight student essays. Two of the eight writers rely only on constant and 
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zigzag pattern progressions. This means there is clearly less variety in the kinds of 
links between clauses found in their texts. These writers also cannot or do not 
establish more complex links between clauses that the split Rheme or summary 
Theme would allow them to create. Furthermore, the absolute difference in the 
number of Theme-Rheme links is also worth noting. Wei, for example, only 
establishes a total of 7 links in his entire text. In contrast, Andrea and Julio each 
create 20 links or more, and Andrea, especially, uses a variety of techniques to 
establish these links. Table 16 presents the proportion of constant Theme links in 
relation to the total number of Theme-Rheme links in the eight essays. With the 
exception of Andrea‘s essay, all essays with a low and medium grammar grade 
show mostly constant Theme links (53-71% of all Theme-Rheme progressions). 
In contrast, the three essays with a high grammar grade tend to employ the 
constant pattern at a lower rate than the rest of the essays. In brief, it appears that 
only the frequency with which writers rely on the constant Theme progression is 
related to the teacher-assigned grammar grade, but this percentage only permits a 
separation of the essays with high grammar grades from the other two groups. 
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Table 15 
Theme-Rheme Progressions by Type in Texts from Both Courses 
Name Constant  
(Links #) 
Zigzag 
 (Links #) 
Split 
Rhemes 
Split 
Rheme 
Links 
Summary 
Themes 
Summary 
Theme 
Links 
Links 
Total 
Andrea
L 
(1) 8 5 2 4 2 8 25 
Gustavo
L 
(1) 8 6     14 
Mahdi
M 
(1) 9 3 1 2   14 
Wei
M 
(1) 5 2     7 
Carolina
M 
(2) 8 5   1 2 15 
Bianca
H 
(1) 6 9   1 4 19 
Gabriela
H
(2) 6 7 2 4   17 
Julio
H
(2) 8 10   1 2 20 
 
H: teacher-assigned grammar grade above 84%  (1): Course 1 
M: teacher-assigned grammar grade 70-75%   (2): Course 2 
L: teacher-assigned grammar grade below 65% 
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Table 16 
Percentage of Constant Links Compared to all Theme-Rheme Links 
Name All 
Theme-Rheme Links (#) 
Constant Theme 
Links (#) 
Constant 
Links (%) 
Andrea
L 
(1) 25 8 32 
Gustavo
L 
(1) 14 8 57 
Mahdi
M 
(1) 14 9 64 
Wei
M 
(1) 7 5 71 
Carolina
M 
(2) 15 8 53 
Bianca
H 
(1) 19 6 32 
Gabriela
H
(2) 17 6 35 
Julio
H
(2) 20 8 40 
 
H: teacher-assigned grammar grade above 84%  (1): Course 1 
M: teacher-assigned grammar grade 70-75%   (2): Course 2 
L: teacher-assigned grammar grade below 65% 
Last, what does the Theme-Rheme progression analysis reveal about the 
teachers‘ assessment criteria? As the findings in Table 15 indicate, there appears 
to be little relationship between the teacher-assigned grammar grade and the 
Theme-Rheme progression types and number of links found in these eight essays. 
Two essays with the highest number of links received high grades (Bianca‘s and 
Julio‘s) whereas the third essay (Andrea‘s) received a low grade. Wei‘s essay with 
the lowest number of links was awarded a medium grammar grade by the teacher 
whereas there are other essays with more links that received lower grades. In 
terms of Theme-Rheme progression type, there appears to be a difference between 
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the essays with a high grammar grade and those in the other two categories. All 
three essays with a high grammar grade exhibit at least one Theme-Rheme 
progression that does not follow a constant or zigzag pattern, and essays that 
contain only constant and zigzag pattern link and no other patterns can be found 
in both the medium and low categories. Overall, however, it is difficult to 
determine whether the two teachers in this study attend to Theme-Rheme 
progression when assigning grammar grades. 
2.3. Information structure analysis. 
Next, I will report the results of the information structure analysis. Again, I 
will describe the profile of each text in terms of Theme and Rheme and given and 
new information. These profiles will then be compared and contrasted with each 
other to examine if and how the information structure impacts or influences the 
teacher‘s grammar grade. Some illustrative examples have been included in this 
section of the chapter with the analysis of student texts. Again, the complete 
analysis of all eight essays can be found in Appendix F. 
Andrea introduces her topic ways to escape stress in the first paragraph. 
Consequently, only half of the Themes contain previously introduced information 
and about half of them contain new information. All the Rhemes in the 
introduction also contain new information. In the second paragraph, the topic has 
already been established, yet only three of the eight Themes contain given 
information. Of the Rhemes, most present new information, but two actually refer 
to previously information. Of these two, one is the concluding sentence of the 
paragraph. In the third paragraph, the Themes contain mostly given information 
because almost all subject Themes refer to the generic concept people. Four of the 
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six Rhemes present new information. Of the two Rhemes with given information, 
one has a Theme with new information (see Theme and Rheme 6a in Figure 16). 
Andrea could have easily rephrased this sentence by starting with stress, a concept 
she had previously introduced. In that case, the information would have flowed 
more effectively from given to new. In her fourth paragraph, all her subject 
Themes contain given information, again in reference to the generic people, and 
five of the seven Rhemes contain new information. Again, the one Theme with 
new information could have easily been rephrased to ensure a better flow of the 
discourse. The last paragraph concludes her text, and, consequently, contains 
mainly given information. The only piece of new information is placed in the 
Rheme of the last sentence to encourage the reader to reflect on his/her own 
stress. 
 Theme Rheme 
1-2 People also use travelling as a way to escape the stress. 
Because going out and changing habits, and 
landscapes, let them forget there problems, and 
better than that, to see them from an other 
perspective. 
3 So people go to theire houses on the coutnry and passe 
weekends in the nature without noise and 
hurries (cause of stress) and just relax. 
4 Or they take vacations and got to a beache to take sun, 
and drink “margaritas”, and relax. 
5 In any case they are just looking for an space were they can ―relax‖ 
and ―forget‖. 
6a Usually the rytheme 
of life in the cities 
cause stress 
6b so people try to leave the citys and be in places that are 
new for them, a calm. 
Figure 16. Given and new information in Andrea‘s second paragraph. 
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In her paragraph, Andrea used three marked themes: the circumstantial 
adjunct some times [sic] , the dependent if-clause in paragraph 4, and the 
circumstantial adjunct now days [sic] in paragrph 5. The first two in paragraph 4 
are used to establish textual Theme-Rheme links to the preceding clause but are 
not used to facilitate effective information distribution. The last marked Theme, 
however, does not appear to have a clear rhetorical purpose. In fact, it rather 
seems to contrast with modern life in the first clause of the clause complex: ―In 
conclusion, modern life provoques [sic] stress to people, but now days [sic] there 
are different ways to escape from it.‖ 
It seems that Andrea is not aware or conscious of the information 
distribution in her essay. Rather, since more than 90% of her Themes are 
constituted by clause subjects (see Table 14), she seems to lack the flexibility or 
maybe just the awareness to start her sentences effectively in terms of the 
information structure and overall flow of the discourse. As a result, nine of her 
Themes contain new information without any apparent reason. Her inability to use 
grammar effectively to structure and organize the information in her essay 
coincides with a low teacher-assigned grammar grade.  
Gustavo‘s first paragraph introduces the topic the life skills people need in 
the workplace yet it contains only one Theme that presents new information. All 
others refer to information previously introduced in the paragraph‘s Rhemes. Of 
the five Themes in the second paragraph, two contain new information. Both of 
these Themes have Rhemes that present given information, so the order of 
information could have easily been reversed through use of the passive voice to 
ensure a smoother flow of discourse and information (see Clauses 1 and 3-4 in 
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Figure 17). In the third paragraph, the Themes contain mostly given information, 
in part because of repeated references to the subject Theme businessmen. The 
Theme of the concluding sentence introduces new information that is somewhat 
related to the information in the preceding Rheme; for this reason, maybe Gustavo 
chose to place this information in the Theme and not in the Rheme of the last 
sentence. In the fourth paragraph, the first three Themes contain new information 
and the last three Themes given information. These last three Themes are also 
those that are better connected and embedded into the overall discourse of the 
paragraph. There is no apparent reason why Gustavo placed the new information 
into the Themes of the first three sentences. Finally, his concluding paragraph 
contains mainly given information with the exception of a phrase placed again in 
the Rheme of the last sentence of the essay. As in Andrea‘s essay, this phrase is 
designed to encourage the reader to reflect on his/her own situation. 
 Theme Rheme 
1 One of the most important 
life skill engineers has to 
have 
is solving problems. 
2 First, engineering is one of the fields that you have to be 
very skillful to be able to get a good job. 
3-4 For example, companies are searching for engineers that can solve 
any problem at any time. Even problems 
that does not involve mathematics or 
physics. 
Figure 17. Given and new information in Gustavo‘s second paragraph. 
Gustavo uses four marked Themes. One of these, the predicated Theme, 
has been discussed in detail above, especially in relation to its rhetorical purpose 
and role in the distribution of information in the clause. In addition, he employs 
two dependent clauses with when and if in paragraph 3 and the circumstantial 
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adjunct at any moment of your life in paragraph 5. Both dependent clauses clearly 
help Gustavo place previously mentioned information in the Theme of the clause. 
The circumstantial adjunct, on the other, establishes only a textual link to the 
previous sentence. 
Like Andrea, Gustavo apparently does not have the linguistic and/or 
syntactic ability or flexibility to vary his Theme types. Consequently, his text 
overall contains 10 Themes that introduce new information, which in some cases 
could have easily been introduced in the Rheme of its clause if Gustavo had 
considered or been able to structure his sentences in a different manner. 
Furthermore, 85% of his Themes are subject Themes (see Table 14). Again, the 
teacher‘s low grammar mark seems to be a good reflection of Gustavo‘s 
difficulties to use syntax and vary sentence structure effectively for rhetorical 
purposes. 
Bianca‘s introductory paragraph to the topic ways to escape stress shows 
an almost completely unmarked distribution of information: Except for the first 
Theme, all Themes contain given information whereas the Rhemes present new 
information. In her second Paragraph, the situation changes. All Rhemes still 
contain new information; however, two of the Themes do also. Whereas the 
information contained in these Themes cannot be categorized as given, the 
Themes are clearly linked to previous Rhemes. The discourse, therefore, 
continues to flow despite the marked information distribution (see Themes 3 and 
5 in Figure 18). The Themes in her third paragraph contain mainly given 
information with the exception of a dependent clause in thematic position. 
Whereas this dependent clause presents new information per se, it is also directly 
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linked to the stress management strategies Bianca mentions in the previous 
sentences. Consequently, the discourse flow is not interrupted by the information 
distribution. Her fourth paragraph presents a similar situation. This time, however, 
the information in the penultimate Theme, which is also realized by an if-clause, 
is not as explicitly linked to the rest of the paragraph as was the case in paragraph 
three. However, there is a connection through the mention of eyes in the clause 
and the activity of watching TV referred to in a preceding Rheme in the third 
paragraph. The Rhemes in the fourth paragraph contain both given and new 
information in equal measures whereas most Themes contain given information. 
Her concluding paragraph presents almost exclusively given information. At first 
glance, it may come as a surprise that it is the middle and not the last Rheme, 
which introduces new information. However, its rhetorical purpose is to 
emphasize the gravity of stress before Bianca makes her final point that stress 
management is essential. 
 Theme Rheme 
1 One way to escape the stress 
of modern life 
is to go to place where you can relax. 
2 The best option would be to go on vacation for one or two 
week. 
3 Sunny destinations like 
Cuba, Mexico, Jamaica 
are a perfect way to break free from the 
borring daily life. 
4 By going to places like those you can literaly escape from everything 
and everybody that upsets you. 
5 If you do not have a week to 
go for from home, [dep. 
clause as theme] 
you can always go to closer locations such 
as a spa place, a gim or a park outsite 
the city. 
6 Doing exercises or getting a 
massage 
can really calm you down and make you 
forget all your trobless for at least an 
hour. 
Figure 18. Given and new information in Bianca‘s second paragraph. 
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In her essay, Bianca uses four marked themes, all of which are if-clauses. 
In all four cases, the dependent clause permits Bianca to create a connection to 
information mentioned in the preceding sentence and, therefore, facilitates the 
placing of given information in the Themes of these clauses. 
Clearly, Bianca is able to distribute the information in the Themes and 
Rhemes of her sentences throughout her essay much more effectively than Andrea 
and Gustavo. This is also evident in the 19 Theme-Rheme links (see Table 15). 
Whereas the Theme type analysis did not reveal an outstanding variety, the 
information structure analysis does point to the fact that Bianca has the ability to 
organize her sentences and paragraph in such a way that allows the reader to 
follow her presentation of information without effort. In this sense, the high 
teacher-assigned grammar grade could be an indication that information 
management and structure formed part of the teacher‘s assessment criteria. 
Mahdi‘s introductory paragraph to the topic life skills in the workplace 
shows an unmarked information distribution. Apart from the first Theme, all 
others contain only previously mentioned information. All Rhemes introduce new 
information. In his second paragraph, Mahdi also places a dependent clause in 
thematic position. Unlike in Bianca‘s essay, however, the information introduced 
in this clause does not appear to be linked to other sentences in the paragraph or 
text. The connection to the rest of the discourse only becomes clear after reading 
the rest of the sentence and this paragraph. Of the six Rhemes, two again mention 
at least partially familiar information. Especially the second of these, Rheme 4, 
and its Theme show an inefficient information distribution between Theme and 
Rheme: The Theme presents new information; the Rheme, on the other hand 
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presents given information sandwiched between units of new information. With 
more careful attention to syntax and information distribution, this could have been 
avoided to ensure a better discourse flow (please refer to Figure 19 for the visual 
representation of this analysis). Both his third and fourth paragraph show mainly 
unmarked information distribution, and only the last Theme in the third paragraph 
presents new information. In both, only the first Rheme presents previously 
mentioned information. His concluding paragraph again follows the unmarked 
information distribution with given information in the Theme and new 
information in the Rhemes. 
 Theme Rheme 
1 First of all a working person must have social skills. 
2 In every corporation everyone works with each other weather 
internaly as in inside the company or 
even with another firm; 
3 therefore, a person must develop special skills to make that 
happen. 
4 For example, if a working Joe 
was assigned to do a task, 
he would definitely do it better if he 
cooperated with another part of the 
company that has experience in a specific 
field. 
5a Another reason why people 
need social skills in the 
workplace 
is to develop a social network or at least 
be liked as a person since people need to 
have a nice environment to work in, 
5b developing a social network helps make that happen by reducing 
tension between co-workers and making 
it more friendly environment which 
increases productivity in the workplace. 
Figure 19. Given and new information in Mahdi‘s second paragraph. 
The information structure in Mahdi‘s essay, therefore, largely follows the 
unmarked distribution in English from given information in the Theme to new 
information in the Rheme. This may be due to his partial ability to rely on marked 
Themes when necessary to place new and given information in the appropriate 
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place for the flow of discourse. The final Theme in his introduction would be an 
example of where the non-finite clause ―in order for anyone to be successful in 
the workplace‖ refers to previously mentioned information and establishes the 
link to new information ―social managerial and personal skills‖ in the Rheme. 
However, the thematic dependent if-clause in the second paragraph (see Figure 
19) would point to the opposite. It establishes no links to given information 
whereas its Rheme refers to previously mentioned idea of working 
collaboratively. This if-clause is also the only marked Theme Mahdi employs. 
Unlike Andrea, Gustavo, and Bianca, Mahdi is unable to use the marked Theme 
effectively to ensure discourse flow and effective information distribution. 
Overall, it is difficult to determine if information management may have played a 
role in the teacher‘s assessment process of Mahdi‘s essay. 
Wei‘s introduction to the topic modern technology is unusual in that it 
mainly presents new information in relatively weakly connected sentences. The 
only links between those sentences are vague references to the essay topic, 
drawbacks of the digital age. His second paragraph follows the expected 
information distribution, with Themes mainly containing information previously 
referred to. In his third paragraph, there is no apparent information distribution 
pattern. Both Themes and Rhemes contain given and new information although 
the Rhemes contain relatively more new information. The links in this paragraph 
are established from one Theme to another, so none of the new information 
presented in Rhemes is referred to later in Themes. The fourth paragraph follows 
the expected pattern to a greater extent. Interesting are the last two sentences of 
this paragraph (see Figure 20). We can see here that the information is not 
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effectively distributed. Discourse would have flowed much better if these two 
separate sentences were two clauses in one clause complex where the first one 
functions as a thematized dependent clause of the second. His concluding 
paragraph follows the previously seen distribution pattern, where all Themes and 
most Rhemes except the last one contain given information. 
 Theme Rheme 
5 It is so harmful for the people‘s health. 
6 However, we can see people talking with cell phone 
everywhere. 
Figure 20. Given and new information in Wei‘s last two sentences in paragraph 
four. 
Wei uses five marked Themes in his text, three dependent clauses and two 
circumstantial adjuncts. The first of these circumstantial adjuncts opens the essay 
and, of course, must contain new information as a result. It does, however, 
establish a clear link to the topic drawbacks of the digital age through the 
introductory phrase in modern society. The second marked Theme according to 
recent reports, on the other hand, serves to introduce and contextualize the 
information that follows. Consequently, it is not used to manipulate the 
distribution of information in this sentence. Neither of his dependent clauses is 
used to reiterate previously mentioned information. In fact, two of the dependent 
clauses contain set phrases (every coin has two sides and as we all know) and do 
not add any content to the text. The third dependent clause in thematic position 
introduces new information and is not used for the purpose of effective 
information distribution.  
Chapter 4: Presentation of Results 
133 
At times, Wei is able to use grammar and syntax to distribute information 
effectively in terms of discourse flow in his essay. At others, however, this is not 
the case, for example in the introduction and the third paragraph. Furthermore, 
Wei does not use Theme-Rheme progressions to establish links that would 
facilitate the reading of the text and clarify the connections between ideas in his 
text. In terms of information management, his essay is not very effective. In fact, 
Wei‘s essay contains by far the fewest Theme-Rheme links, which may be an 
indication of his inability to manage information effectively. However, this is not 
reflected in the teacher‘s grade because Wei clearly has a higher grade than 
Andrea and Gustavo. 
Carolina‘s first paragraph introduces the positive effects of stress as a 
topic to the reader. It contains only one sentence with numerous clauses; thus, 
both the Theme and Rheme of this sentence contain new information. Her second 
paragraph contains mainly new information. Only in the last four Themes does 
Carolina refer to given information and ideas. Her third paragraph, on the other 
hand, mostly follows the expected information structure with new information in 
the Rhemes and given information in the Themes. Her fourth paragraph is very 
short compared to the previous two, and two of the three Themes contain given 
information. Surprisingly, her concluding paragraph contains a lot of new 
information in comparison to the other essays. 
Carolina uses a total of five marked Themes, all of which are dependent 
clauses. Of these, only the if-clause in the concluding paragraph is actually used to 
place previously mentioned information in the Theme of a clause so that the 
information can be developed in the Rheme. At the same time, this dependent 
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clause also establishes textual links to the preceding sentence. The other four all 
introduce new information and, hence, are not used to effectively shape the 
information structure of her text. Like Wei‘s introductory phrase in the first 
sentence of his essay, Carolina uses a dependent clause to start the first sentence 
of her text and thereby establish a clear link to the topic of stress. 
On the whole, information distribution in Carolina‘s essay does not appear 
to have been planned with care, but as the essay progresses the information 
structure more and more corresponds to what one would expect to see in an 
English text. Like Wei, Carolina received a medium grammar grade for her essay. 
She has certainly established more Theme-Rheme links than Wei (see Table 15), 
but her Theme type use is not necessarily more varied than Wei‘s (see Tables 12 
to 14). It is, therefore, difficult to establish links between the teacher‘s assessment 
grammar grade and the text analysis in her case, especially in comparison to the 
other essays. 
Gabriela‘s introduction to the topic fast food is long compared to those of 
the other essays. It presents both new and given information, and the distribution 
predominantly follows the expected pattern from given to new. In her second 
paragraph, she discusses causes for the prevalence of fast food; in this paragraph, 
she only presents given information in the Themes and mostly new information in 
the Rhemes. All Themes in her third paragraph about the effects of fast food refer 
to previously mentioned information, and most Rhemes contain new information. 
In her fourth and concluding paragraph, most Themes and Rhemes follow the 
expected pattern. This is surprising in terms of its rhetorical function as the 
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concluding paragraph; the new information all relates to healthy food, which has 
not been discussed at all in the essay. 
The information in Gabriela‘s essay is mostly distributed in an unmarked 
manner. The two prominent exceptions are the last Theme in the introduction and 
the penultimate Theme in the conclusion, which introduces the idea of healthy 
food. The former could have easily been rephrased if Gabriela had actually 
written a complete sentence because this clause consists only of a complex noun 
phrase. The latter, on the other hand, would have required more substantial 
rewording to integrate it better into the flow of the essay. In terms of her Theme 
type use, Gabriela does not stand out from those students who obtained lower 
grammar grades, nor does she establish many Theme-Rheme links. If anything 
influenced her teacher‘s high assessment of her grammatical ability in terms of 
information management, it must have been the information distribution, but this 
is difficult to ascertain. 
Gabriela uses four marked Themes, two dependent clauses and two non-
finite participial phrases. The non-finite after phrase in paragraph four and the 
even if-clause in the concluding paragraph both link to previously mentioned 
information even though these two Themes do not contain completely given 
information. The although in the very first Theme of the text and the looking 
participial phrase in the same paragraph, however, are not employed to 
manipulate the placement of information. Like other writers, Gabriela uses this 
opening marked Theme to make reference to her essay topic. 
Julio‘s introductory paragraph to positive effects of stress follows the 
expected information distribution pattern almost completely. Of the six Themes, 
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only two contain new information. All Rhemes contain new information and only 
one partly draws on previously referred to information. In his second paragraph, 
all Rhemes introduce new information, as do about half of the Themes. In two of 
these four Themes, the information unit starts with stress, one of the key concepts 
in the essay, and the newness of the information is therefore mitigated. The third 
paragraph introduces almost exclusively new information. Only the last Theme 
refers explicitly to the key concept of the essay. All Rhemes in the fourth 
paragraph mention new information, and so do two of the six Themes. The 
concluding paragraph refers almost exclusively to previously discussed ideas; 
again, only the last Rheme presents new information to leave the reader with the 
idea of stress management. 
On the whole, Julio uses grammar and syntax well to manage the 
information in his essay. He organizes information in such a way that it flows 
smoothly from given to new information. The only exception is his third 
paragraph where the only given information is the mentioning of the key concept 
stress in the first and last sentence. Because of the use of transition words in the 
middle section of this paragraph, the discourse nonetheless flows relatively 
smoothly. In addition, he established a relatively high number of Theme-Rheme 
links (see Table 15), while his text also shows the largest variety of Theme types, 
especially in the marked category (see Table 13). The high grammar grade he 
obtained could be a reflection of all these characteristics. 
Julio‘s use of marked Themes, however, does not particularly aid in the 
distribution of new and given information between Themes and Rhemes. His four 
marked thematic circumstantial adjuncts all introduce new information and do not 
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even establish links to previously mentioned information. His three dependent 
clauses, on the other hand, do achieve this by reiterating previously mentioned 
information in the Theme, which is in turn developed in the Rheme of the clause. 
Although most of the information in these sentences is new, they are embedded 
well into the discourse through reference to the key concept stress. 
 Table 17 summarizes the findings from the information distribution 
analysis of the eight essays. This overview indicates that these students have a 
general tendency to place new information in the Rhemes (61-91% of all Rhemes 
contain new information) and given information in the Themes (48-85% of all 
Themes contain given information). However, there are also a substantial number 
of Rhemes and especially Themes that do not conform to this pattern (3-39% of 
the Rhemes and 15-52% of the Themes). In terms of the teacher-assigned 
grammar grade, information distribution does not appear to play a role. For 
example, Julio‘s essay with a high grammar grade conforms well to the expected 
pattern in terms of information distribution in the Rhemes but not in the Themes. 
Furthermore, Mahdi‘s information distribution follows the expected pattern much 
more than Bianca‘s and Gabriela‘s essays do although the latter two essays 
received a higher evaluation by the teacher on grammar. 
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Table 17 
Information Distribution between Themes and Rhemes 
 THEMES  RHEMES 
Name New Information 
 
Given 
Information 
 New Information 
 
Given 
Information 
Andrea
L 
(1) 13 (37%) 22 (63%)  25 (71%) 10 (29%) 
Gustavo
L 
(1) 11 (39%) 17 (61%)  17 (61%) 11 (39%) 
Mahdi
M 
(1) 4 (15%) 22 (85%)  20.5 (79%) 5.5 (21%) 
Wei
M 
(1) 12 (46%) 14 (54%)  20 (77%) 6 (23%) 
Carolina
M 
(2) 14.5 (44%) 18.5 (56%)  32 (97%) 1 (3%) 
Bianca
H 
(1) 13 (52%) 12 (48%)  18.5 (74%) 6.5 (26%) 
Gabriela
H
(2) 6 (22%) 21 (78%)  17.5 (65%) 9.5 (35%) 
Julio
H
(2) 16 (52%) 15 (48%)  28.5 (92%) 2.5 (8%) 
Range 15-52% 48-85%  61-97% 3-39% 
 
Considering all the findings from the three aspects of the qualitative 
analysis I conducted on these eight essays, it is overall difficult to establish a 
direct link between the type, level, and sophistication of the information 
management techniques examined here and the teacher assigned grammar grade. 
The two essays with the lowest grammar grades (Andrea‘s and Gustavo‘s) and the 
one with the highest grammar grade (Julio‘s) display characteristics that one 
would associate with a low or high grade for grammatical ability in terms of 
information management relatively clearly. Four of the eight essays, however, do 
not show clear characteristics that one would expect to see in essays that received 
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a similar grade on grammar. Finally, Bianca‘s essay is difficult to classify. An 
argument could be made that the level of information management in her essay 
corresponds to the teacher-assigned grammar grade and, alternatively, that it does 
not. Consequently, one would have to conclude, based on this sample and these 
analyses, that information management does not play a major role in how teachers 
assign grades for grammatical ability. 
 Because the information management analysis did not find any differences 
between the low, medium, and high grammar grade categories, I conducted an 
additional analysis to investigate if teachers consider the indicators I analyzed in 
this study when they assign a grade on evaluation for the criterion organization 
(see Appendix D). The essays received grades in the same category for 
organization as they had for grammar. The only exceptions are Andrea‘s and 
Gustavo‘s essays, which also received a medium grade on organization. (There 
were no low grades for organization in the sample.) A review of the information 
management analysis in light of the organization grade reveals that differentiation 
is not possible based on the Theme type analysis. The essays with a medium 
grammar grade as a group show similar Theme type use as those with a high 
grammar grade. The only essay that stands out is Julio‘s with the highest number 
of marked Theme types (see Tables 12 to 14). The results are slightly different for 
the Theme-Rheme progression analysis. With the exception of Andrea‘s, the 
essays that received a medium grade for organization tend to exhibit fewer 
Theme-Rheme links and show less variety in Theme-Rheme progression patterns 
(see Table 15). This does not, however, apply to the number of constant pattern 
Theme progressions in relation to the total number of Theme-Rheme links (see 
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Table 16). Only 32% of Andrea‘s links follow the constant pattern, which is 
comparable to the numbers in Gabriela‘s and Bianca‘s essays (35% and 32%, 
respectively) with a high organization grade. In terms of information distribution, 
it is again difficult to distinguish between the two categories of essays on the 
organization grade. There is some variation in terms of the information 
distribution in the sample of eight essays, but the patterns do not lead to a clear 
distinction between these essays on that grade (see Table 17).  
Phase 2: Student Questionnaires and Interviews (QUAL) 
 Thirty-three students completed the questionnaire and eight of these 
students were also interviewed. In this section, I will first describe how the 
student participants in this study have defined grammar. This is an important 
starting point in order to contextualize the remaining responses, comments, and 
themes into an appropriate framework. I will then describe the role accuracy and 
complexity/sentence variety play in the assessment of grammar and the 
importance of grammar within the writing process, according to the students in 
this study. Finally, the students‘ opinions about how the assessment process and 
the teacher‘s assessment criteria affect their writing and learning in these L2 
classrooms will be discussed. 
Grammar: Student definitions. 
Many students define grammar in terms of rules about language. Some 
students even point to particular grammar rules, such as those governing sentence 
structure or verb tenses, to illustrate that grammar is defined by rules that writers 
and speakers need to follow. Other students have a broader view of grammar. 
They see it as the basis and the structure of language; grammar provides the basis 
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for written and oral communication and establishes appropriate ways of language 
use, especially in writing. For this reason, grammar is very important because it 
plays such a fundamental role in communication: ―to make it [an idea] clear in 
order to avoid misunderstandings‖ (Bedros). ―If grammar is not good it can lead 
to misunderstanding‖ (Xing). In other words, grammar — as the building block, 
the base, and the structure of language — is necessary to communicate one‘s 
thoughts and ideas to other people. Only if grammar is used accurately and 
appropriately can comprehension of the message occur. Consequently, grammar is 
important then for clear expression and communication of the message. ―If you 
don‘t have the grammar, how could you write the exact to what you are thinking 
to make people know what you are thinking?‖ (Xing). Furthermore, the level of 
language use in terms of grammar and particularly accuracy projects a person‘s 
image and his/her level of education. 
Assessment of grammatical ability and accuracy. 
Grammatical accuracy emerged as an important theme in the questionnaire 
and interview responses.  According to the student participants‘ use of the word, 
accuracy is the absence of errors and consequently language use that follows 
grammatical rules. Interestingly, the concept of acceptability was also mentioned 
by some participants: ―make the sentence and everybody can accept that and feel 
that is correct‖ (Yi). Yi here refers to a principle of universality and objectivity of 
language use: If she writes a sentence and it is grammatically correct, it will not 
be contentious linguistically. The sentence is either right or wrong. One 
participant also defines accuracy in terms of native-speaker language use as the 
goal. It not only has to follow grammatical rules but has to follow native-speaker 
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language usage: ―Even a sentence, no grammar mistake but it is not perfectly like 
the native speakers they, or maybe she correct like the how native speaker can 
explain. The way native speaker explain‖ (Xing). 
On the questionnaire, students were asked about what they thought their 
teachers were attending to in the students‘ writing when teachers assign a 
grammar grade, and 28 students responded to this question (14 in each course). 
Although the actual responses to this question for students in Course 1 vary, many 
refer directly or indirectly to accuracy as a criterion. Seven students simply list 
some of the items from the evaluation grid that teachers can tick or circle as part 
of their evaluation, such as ―sentence problems‖ or ―verb structures‖ (see 
Appendix D). Although the students do not mention mistakes specifically, based 
on how teachers use these items during the assessment process (i.e., strong and 
weak elements are identified), one can deduce that students believe their teachers 
assess the level of accuracy on the aspects of morphology and/or syntax that 
students listed on the questionnaire. Two students in Course 1 specifically 
mentioned that the teacher is looking for mistakes when she assesses grammar. 
Other students in Course 1 make much broader statements about the teacher‘s 
assessment criteria: ―That she will find stuff that will prove our understanding of 
her lessons‖ (Pierre). His belief is that the most important assessment criterion for 
the teacher is evidence of learning in relation to course content and course 
objectives. Finally, some students mention evaluation criteria in response to this 
question that one would not normally associate with grammatical ability in 
writing such as ―reasonable/persuasive content [and] adhere to topic‖ (Ping). This 
last comment points to the fact that not all students may fully understand how 
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teachers use the evaluation grid and on what criteria teachers base their 
assessment.  
The students‘ responses to this question on the questionnaire in Course 2 
are more homogeneous. Almost 75% of the students mention accuracy or 
specifically grammar mistakes as important indicators of grammatical ability for 
the teacher. Some also mention broader issues in relation to grammar: ―She tries 
to help us improving. After that, she‘ll know which grammar points she needs to 
talk about in class‖ (Emilie). Like Pierre in Course 1, Emilie shows awareness of 
the relationship between the teacher‘s instructional goals and her assessment 
procedures and criteria. 
Based on the students‘ responses, the teachers‘ main assessment criterion 
for grammar is accuracy. According to the student participants, they must not 
make any errors in order to obtain an A on grammar: ―So I think [the teacher] is 
very strict in grammar and she is looking for the perfect grammar, nothing, 
nothing mistake. No mistakes is allowed‖ (Xing). This leads some students to 
question the fairness of the teachers‘ assessment criteria: Julio mentions how 
―small‖ mistakes such as articles can lead to a substantial loss of points on the 
grammar mark: ―You lose a lot of points for really really small mistakes. So 
sometimes I think it is not fair for losing‖ (Julio). Another student agrees and 
states that a small number of mistakes also lead to a substantial loss of points, 
especially in the top band: ―I don‘t know in the marking I feel like it is unfair. 
Like we make a couple of mistakes and they take huge marks off it‖ (Mahdi). 
Accuracy also emerged as a prevalent theme in student responses to the 
question whether their teacher‘s expectation affects the way they write their 
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essays. Many students indicate that they try to avoid making grammatical 
mistakes because they know this is what the teacher looks for: ―But I think the 
most important thing is grammar. If your grammar is perfect maybe you can get 
an A- or B+‖ (Xing). Another student made a similar comment when asked 
whether her teacher‘s expectations affect how she writes:  
Yes, of course. Because you want to have a good mark because you know 
they are looking for those mistakes and you made and of course you feel a 
little bit disappointed and you cannot (laughter) get a good marks because 
you don‘t remember those rules grammars. (Yi) 
This perceived need to strive for accuracy and avoid grammar mistakes altogether 
has two consequences. First, there may be a trade-off between the effort to 
achieve accuracy and the complexity of the linguistic structures students include 
in their texts. Students resort to familiar sentence structures in order to avoid 
making mistakes with unfamiliar or new constructions: ―So in the exam I think 
the classmate is like me and we always write the things we are very familiar with 
to diminish the mistakes‖ (Xing). They deliberately avoid complex sentences and 
constructions and employ simple sentences, all in an effort to circumvent making 
grammatical mistakes.  
 Second, students may have difficulties expressing their ideas because their 
primary concern is to ensure that they do not commit grammar mistakes: 
―Sometimes looking for a perfect grammatical structure I don‘t find the way to 
express my idea‖ (Julio). Related to this is Mahdi‘s impression that accuracy is 
the most important assessment criterion for an essay at the expense of ideas as the 
following excerpt from his interview illustrates: 
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Researcher:  OK, so if we both wrote an essay and my ideas are not so good 
Mahdi:  But your grammar is very good and you didn‘t make any 
mistakes you will probably be getting a high mark 
The essay with a higher level of accuracy will receive the higher grade, 
independently of content. As a result, the effort to eliminate grammatical errors 
affects not only the linguistic structures students employ but also the content and 
organization of the whole text. 
Complexity, sentence combination, and trade-off with accuracy. 
According to some student participants, sentence variety and complexity is 
another important assessment criterion for teachers. The teachers want students 
―to make [their] sentence look nice to write‖ (Yi) through the use of conjunctions 
and transition phrases. For this purpose, teachers provide students with support in 
order to enable them to use conjunctions and transition words. The students 
perceive the use of these words as being strongly encouraged by the teachers, as 
the following interview extract illustrates:  
Researcher:  OK, so you feel that she is looking for the mistakes that 
you‘ve made but then she has given you help [] 
Bedros:  And all the information and everything in order to improve 
yourself and feel comfortable when you are writing. 
Whatever your thoughts, whatever you want to say the other 
person will understand from the same point of view. 
Researcher:  Yeah, sort of helps you express your thoughts the way you 
want, the way you need to 
… 
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Bedros:  Yeah, how to connect them, how to make the flow of them, 
the text smooth you know. Instead of running choppy 
sentences, very short, but if the person who is reading, he is 
not going to feel the..... 
Researcher:  The flow of these ideas maybe? 
Bedros:  Yeah, the flow of the ideas and you know it is going to be 
boring if it is chopped sentences. It is like a little bit boring 
to read that kind of text you know. 
Researcher:  Yes, I know...so is that, so you try and put in the 
conjunction, does your teacher look for that too? 
Bedros:  Yeah, yeah. 
Researcher:  OK, so she says ―you didn‘t use enough conjunctions, use 
some more?‖ 
Bedros:  Yeah, yeah...and she gave us lots of examples and she gave 
us one paper with all these transitional words and how to 
use them. Let‘s say if you have compares and contrasts you 
use this transitional word and if you have let‘s say if you are 
writing and you have an additional idea you use this, 
everything you know. 
 The goal of producing precise and varied sentences that capture the 
complexity of the writer‘s ideas is not easily achieved, however. As the discussion 
of accuracy above illustrated, students‘ primary concern is to avoid errors. This 
means that students have to negotiate and choose between ―safe‖ linguistic 
options over which they have full control and ―risky‖ options that would allow 
Chapter 4: Presentation of Results 
147 
them to express more complex ideas and illustrate relationships between these 
ideas. Emilie explained this dilemma during the interview: 
in fact what really happens if I really, if this idea is very important and I 
really want it to be in my essay because sometimes I have complex idea 
and I don‘t really know how to write them. I just forget them and I say 
something easier unfortunately because of the grammar. But sometimes 
when I know that the rest of the essay is quite well written and there is no 
mistakes in it, I say ok I can make one very sentence with a lot of mistakes 
in it I don‘t mind. Because the rest of the essay is quite good, sometimes I 
allow myself to do that. But it is like once or twice for an essay. I know 
there mistakes in the sentence but I don‘t know how to say but the idea is 
good and I am going to write it any way. 
She, therefore, chooses the safe or risky option depending on the importance of 
the essay. At the same time, she expresses the hope that when she does select the 
more challenging and complex option that she will be rewarded for this by the 
teacher: ―Because I hope the teacher, well not in an exam, but in an essay in class 
I hope the teacher will appreciate the fact that I am making an effort to write a 
complex sentence and maybe she will.‖ Emilie is uncertain, however, whether the 
teacher will appreciate her linguistic efforts and her risk-taking behaviour. This 
may explain why she would not take the same risk under exam conditions: ―No, I 
won‘t, definitely not. I will put the idea in simple sentences. Rather than, how [my 
teacher] would say ‗beautiful‘ … ‗grammatically perfect sentence‘ … and instead 
of doing that I will split in various sentences‖. In other words, to avoid making 
grammatical mistakes, Emilie will split complex sentences into small units so that 
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she can be more certain that she can avoid grammatical mistakes. In summary, the 
impression that accuracy is the teachers‘ main or only assessment criterion for 
grammatical ability in writing leads students to avoid grammatical errors at all 
cost, even if that means that they have to simplify ideas and/or language to be 
more certain they can achieve higher levels of accuracy. 
Role of grammar in the writing process. 
Most student participants indicate that they think about the grammar mark 
as they write their essay, and only four responded that they do not think about 
grammar during the writing of their essays. As is evident in the comments, this is 
due in part to the fact that students see grammar as fundamental in writing their 
essay. Without thinking about grammar, they would not be able to communicate 
their ideas as the following two comments indicate: ―grammar is the basic thing to 
form an essay‖ (Ting) and ―I do care about the grammar because it is important to 
an article‖ (Wei). On the other hand, students are or put themselves under 
pressure to obtain good marks and meet teacher expectations. This desire to obtain 
a good grammar mark then leads to the concentration on grammar because of the 
relatively high weight this aspect carries on the evaluation grid as reflected in this 
comment by a student: ―If the mark weight on the grammar is bigger, I will pay 
more attention to it.‖ (Ping). Other students think about grammar not so much 
because of the grammar mark itself but because of what it reflects about their 
learning and progress: 
I worry about the grammar mark for sure. Not about the mark, I really 
don‘t care about. For me the most important part is what you learn. 
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Because I really don‘t care much about the mark I try to do it the best 
possible way. (Julio) 
Teacher-dependent assessment criteria. 
In the discussion of the assessment criteria for grammar and the teachers‘ 
expectations, it emerged that some students consider the assessment criteria to be 
dependent on the teacher of a particular course or section, not on the program or 
other external objectives: ―I think they have different criteria between the 
teachers. I think so. Some teachers give you higher marks than other teachers‖ 
(Yi). Consequently, students have to figure out what teachers emphasize and what 
their criteria are as students move from one course to the next and change 
teachers.  
So like sometimes in these courses in the English is depends on the teacher 
on the one that is grading the test. It depends a lot on his thoughts or the 
way they understand the essay or whatever it is to the way that they 
evaluate it.... So it is really different when you take two courses with two 
different teachers.... So when you change from a teacher sometimes you 
have to get used to the way they like so it is difficult because of that. Each 
one has a way of looking at the essay or the thing.... You do the first essay 
that you have to hand in and then you take it and in all the corrections you 
realize they way they like it. (Julio) 
Interestingly, Julio clarifies later on in the same interview that this concern only 
applies to content, ideas, and organization but not grammar. Julio sees the 
assessment of grammar as objective, probably because of his understanding that 
teachers count the amount of errors to determine the grammar grade. The teacher 
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has to simply decide what is right or wrong in terms of the rules of English 
grammar.  
Well I think grammar it exists the way it is, it doesn‘t depend on the 
teacher. Like it depends on, like...the grammar itself like the rules, English 
like doesn‘t depend on the teacher at all. Like maybe sometimes the 
structure of the essay or the paragraph or the way the ideas is different 
from the instructor is trying to...but the grammar is just the way it is. I 
think it is just, is just, all the professors they have like a lot of years of 
experience so if they mark it that way it is because it is a correct way and 
you can‘t do anything about it. It is just the way it is and you are wrong. 
That is, I think the grammar is the logical part of the language. The other 
grades depends a lot of the teacher and the way they like it and the way 
you express your ideas. But the grammar is just the way it is, it is like the 
mathematical part of the English, like follow the rules that is it. 
Ultimately, for Julio the fact that the assessment criteria and the evaluation 
process depend on the teacher are of concern. He clearly states that the teacher‘s 
corrections help him understand the expectations, which vary from course to 
course and teacher to teacher. However, this does not apply to grammar because 
for him this is evidently a question of right or wrong. 
Some students‘ concern that different teachers assess writing differently 
may be due to the fact that perhaps there is confusion between the feedback that 
teachers give to students about the writing and the actual assessment criteria. That 
is to say, if the teacher comments on a certain weakness for a particular essay, 
possibly students interpret this as a change in the assessment criteria.  
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So every teacher wants something other [= different].... Some teacher‘s 
focus it is all on my essay writing all the problem I have in essay writing. 
Some teachers focus on my grammar some teachers focus on my comma 
splices. Some teachers just focus on my ideas. So I really have really hard 
time when I try to know what my problem is. (Mahdi) 
Students are also concerned about how much teachers are influenced by 
the first impression students give in the first writing assignment. Students wonder 
to what extent the first grade of the semester determines their grades on other 
assignments and ultimately for the course. Two students voice the fear or 
suspicion that maybe the first impression is what counts most in determining 
essay grades during the semester and ultimately the final grade for the course.  
I think, maybe it is wrong feeling but I think the first test is always 
horrible a lot of mistakes but at the end of the semester proved, I improved 
a lot but I don‘t know why, it is something interesting. And a lot of friends 
have the same feelings. So we focus on the first essays to try to get a good 
impression from the teacher and we can get a last better mark. (Xing) 
Similarly, Rosa expresses the concern whether teachers (are able to) evaluate a 
student‘s true ability. If the teachers hear them talk first and they talk well, will 
this influence the teacher‘s judgement of their written performance? 
Assessment and learning. 
For some students, the grade assigned as a result of the assessment process 
has a negative influence on their self-confidence and their beliefs about their 
ability to write. How and whether the grade affects the student‘s self-confidence 
depends, first, on the relative importance of the grade in relation to the course 
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mark. As illustrated in a quote from her interview above, for Emilie the grammar 
grade sometimes keeps her from trying out and experimenting with new language, 
especially if the grade carries a lot of weight. She feels that she needs space to 
experiment with language without fear of losing points for grammar mistakes. 
This is echoed by Xing‘s comment: ―Maybe just it is obviously a spelling mistake 
but it is always wrong. So the grades always discourage me‖. However, if 
students feel they have the space to take risks without ―being punished‖ for 
grammar mistakes and without a numeric assessment that matters for the final 
grade, they feel they have a better opportunity to learn.  
Is another point because when we write the maybe like the sentence 
practice because not contain any marks in my final grade. So I can write 
what I want to write and maybe I am not so sure about this sentence but I 
can write it in the paper and let teacher to correct her. Yeah, so I think it is 
the good way for me to, to, how to say, to improve my grammar.... But if 
the exam contains any marks in my final, maybe I for example the things 
that I pretty sure, yeah (Xing) 
The exchange with the teacher and her feedback are obviously very 
important for the students‘ learning, but marking or grades may keep students 
from trying out new language or experimenting with sentence structure. It seems 
that the students need a space without marks to really improve and expand their 
language repertoire because under exam conditions they stick to the familiar and 
do not take risks if this can be avoided. Depending on how the course and grades 
are going, students might take risks despite the marking: ―And after that I will 
know how to write it. So yeah I take risks sometimes maybe in spite of the fact of 
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the marking. Yeah I think it is better for me, I have to take risks sometimes.‖ 
(Emilie).  
Other students appear not to be affected by the teacher‘s correction and the 
fact that she has to assign marks for grammar and other aspects of the essay 
writing. Bedros‘ comment illustrates this: 
But I don‘t, it doesn‘t bother me if I make a mistake she.....she is going to 
have a reaction or she is going...or I am gonna feel shy to do that, you 
know. I feel comfortable. She is there to correct me. No it doesn‘t bother 
me. 
Whereas the grade itself may have a negative effect on how students view 
their ability to write and their willingness to experiment with language, the 
evaluation grid itself has nevertheless an important role in clarifying to students 
what is important in essay writing and what the teacher‘s expectations are. When 
her teacher did not use the evaluation grid for in-class writing assignments, Emilie 
was less sure of what her teacher‘s expectations were. However, on the midterm 
exam, when the teacher was required by the program to use the grid, Emilie had a 
clearer understanding of her criteria. This resonates in comments by other 
students who say that they understand their teacher‘s assessment criteria because 
she uses the grid, which spells out the different aspects that are important and 
allows the teacher to clearly indicate areas of weakness. 
Figure 21 provides an overview of the issues in the assessment of 
grammatical ability as they emerged from the interviews with the student 
participants. Students agree to a certain extent with the teachers‘ focus on 
grammatical accuracy as an assessment criterion for grammar. At the same time, 
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this focus has unintended consequences. First of all, for some students there is a 
clear trade-off between producing grammatically accurate language and the ability 
to use linguistically complex or more challenging structures. Second, because 
students know that grammatical errors lead to lower grammar grades, they clearly 
avoid challenging language structures and stick to those structures that they know 
well and are sure of. This avoidance behaviour affects their learning negatively 
because students have the impression that risk-taking behaviour is not rewarded, 
or at least they are not certain whether it is. 
 
 
Figure 21. Assessment of grammar: The students‘ perspective. 
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Phase 3: Teacher Interviews (QUAL) 
Grammatical accuracy also emerged as an important theme from the 
interviews with the two teacher participants. Miriam, the teacher of Course 1, uses 
accuracy as the main criterion to assess her students‘ grammatical ability in 
writing and has developed her own method of assigning scores for grammar on 
the evaluation grid:  
 Typically what I do when I am going through an essay I actually tick 
errors that they are making … I‘ll tally it all up and I look at it that way. … 
So if they have twenty tallies on this sheet then I am just going to subtract 
from forty and that is how I will get their mark. 
Her rationale for using the ticks to identify errors for students is two-fold. First, 
this system visually identifies and clearly communicates areas of weakness to the 
students. Secondly, the system of subtracting points for every error from the total 
grammar mark is a manner of assessing grammar that is very clear and transparent 
to the students; they know exactly why they obtained a certain grade. Miriam uses 
the same system of placing ticks on the evaluation grid to identify areas of 
particular weakness for students: If students have more than five errors in one 
category, she assigns extra work. As was evident in the student interviews, some 
students may opt to avoid making errors by choosing safer and simpler sentence 
constructions over which they have good control. According to Miriam, however, 
these students would not gain any advantage by doing that in her course because 
sentence variety and evidence of complex constructions are also criteria for her. 
That is, if students were to produce only simple sentences in order to avoid 
grammatical errors, she would refer to the band descriptors that accompany the 
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evaluation grid to ensure that students receive the appropriate grade that is 
reflective not only of the level of accuracy but also complexity in their writing. 
During the discussion of the marking criteria for particular essays in her class, 
Miriam pointed particularly to the error count in these essays as a criterion for 
determining the grammar grade on the evaluation grid. 
Elaine, the teacher of Course 2, looks for what she calls ―tolerably 
acceptable language‖. She gives low or failing marks ―if the back of my head goes 
‗screech‘‖. The biggest criterion for this somewhat intuitive reaction to her 
students‘ writing is incomprehensibility. In the discussion of the four essay 
exams, it became apparent that acceptable language also meant accuracy because 
Elaine would point out different kinds of language errors as she was reviewing the 
essays during the interview. Unlike Miriam, Elaine does not use the grid for all 
assessed writing in her classes. She is required by the institution to use it for 
midterm and final exams, but for in-class or homework writing assignments she 
assigns a holistic grade. If she uses the evaluation grid, the grid helps her 
determine the grammar grade. When Elaine uses the grid, she marks errors on the 
evaluation grid, as Miriam does, but Elaine does not use a mathematical formula 
to determine the grammar grade. Rather, she considers not only levels of accuracy 
but also variety of expression and generally ―elegant language‖ as reflected in 
vocabulary use, sentence structure, and the evident thought process. That is, 
Elaine considers the three constructs present in the evaluation grid descriptors: 
comprehensibility of the text, effectiveness of sentence construction, and 
accuracy. For the low grades, comprehensibility and clarity of the ideas are 
always an issue. During the discussion of the marking criteria for particular essays 
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in her class, Elaine makes reference to a number of criteria. While accuracy and 
the overall count of grammatical errors do have an impact, she also refers to 
concepts such as ―workable language‖ or ―variety of expression‖ when explaining 
why she assigned a particular grammar grade for essays. Therefore, in addition to 
accuracy, she assesses the repertoire of linguistic expression that is evident in the 
student‘s essay as well as the ease with which she can understand the ideas 
expressed in the text.  
In the interview with both teachers, inter-rater reliability emerges as a 
serious concern. Miriam expresses her unease with the strategies some of her 
colleagues employ to circumvent procedures and policies in place in this ESL 
program to ensure and improve inter-rater reliability and accountability to 
students. This policy does not allow teachers to mark their own final exam but 
obliges them to exchange exams with a colleague so that a person who does not 
know the student assesses the essay. After having marked the exams, the two 
colleagues should meet, review the exams marked by the colleague, and act as a 
second reader and rater for each essay. Teachers should first attempt to resolve 
any disagreements through discussion. If this proves impossible, a third reader, 
usually the program coordinator, assesses the essay to determine the appropriate 
grade. However, Miriam has observed that some colleagues are not able or willing 
to invest the time necessary to follow this process. It appears that some colleagues 
do not make themselves available to their partner for the exchange or discussion 
following the marking. Thereby, according to Miriam, an important element to 
ensure reliability is removed from the assessment process: Not only does the 
discussion and exchange of the marking criteria and characteristics of the essay 
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not take place, but some colleagues do not even review the marked essay. That is, 
there is no second reader as intended in the assessment protocol. 
Elaine, on the other hand, notices that she is consistently a more severe 
grader than the colleagues she exchanges exams with. Whereas the protocol as 
described above foresees teachers exchanging ideas about the marking criteria and 
if possible coming to an agreement about how to assess an essay, Elaine 
participates in the first part of the process (exchanging the exams) but then 
accepts her partners‘ (often higher) grades. 
Both teachers have ideas about how this assessment process and inter-rater 
reliability could be improved. Miriam feels that group marking sessions would be 
very productive. First, it would allow teachers to discuss and come to a clear 
understanding what papers at a certain grade level would look like, both overall 
and with respect to the five criteria assessed on the evaluation grid. Second, these 
group marking sessions would ensure or facilitate a more homogeneous approach 
to writing assessment among the teachers at a particular level in the program. 
Elaine is concerned about the lack of standard papers for each course. She refers 
to benchmark or anchor papers that would illustrate overall grade levels and 
different levels of performance for the five criteria on the evaluation grid. This 
would allow all teachers to better understand the grading criteria applicable to this 
particular program. Both teachers expressed the concern that teachers‘ criteria 
may be more influenced by external grading experience with higher expectations 
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such as a high-stakes mixed-setting
28
 writing exam or lower standards based on 
the level in some pre-university ESL courses and programs. 
Figure 22 provides a visual summary of the issues that emerged from the 
interviews with the teachers about the assessment of grammatical ability. Both 
teachers attend to accuracy in the students‘ writing although this criterion plays a 
different role for each teacher in the assessment process. For Miriam, it seems that 
practical concerns have led her to adopt her method of tallying errors to determine 
the grammar grade. Elaine, on the other hand, relies on her intuitive judgement 
when she looks for ―acceptable language‖. This criterion means that the message 
should be comprehensible and that communication should not be impeded by a 
myriad of linguistic errors. Consequently, Elaine also focuses on linguistic 
accuracy. The teachers‘ focus on accuracy is motivated by their desire to 
encourage students to improve their command of English grammar and their 
control of linguistic structures. That is, the teachers hope that the focus on 
accuracy will lead to student learning: Students will notice their mistakes and 
learn to avoid them in the future. The unintended consequence, however, is also 
that students may avoid certain structures altogether in an effort to reduce 
grammatical errors. These avoidance strategies may ultimately have a negative 
impact on student learning, as the student interviews and Figure 21 above 
indicate. In addition, both practical concerns in general and Elaine‘s specific 
expectations for her students‘ writing lead to concerns about inter-rater reliability, 
as both teachers expressed in the interview. 
                                                 
28
 In mixed-settings, both L1 and L2 speakers take the same test. That is, both groups have to 
satisfy the same assessment criteria. 
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Figure 22. Assessment of grammar: The teachers‘ perspective 
Summary 
This chapter presented the results from the quantitative and qualitative 
text-based analysis of the students‘ essay exams, the student questionnaire, and 
the student and teacher interviews. In the following chapter, I will integrate the 
findings from these data sources to answer the four research questions. I will also 
compare and contrast the results from the different data sources for an overall 
interpretation of the findings in this study. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of the Results 
Answers to Research Questions (RQ) 
RQ 1: What indicators of grammatical ability do teachers attend to in 
their students’ writing? 
 The results from the quantitative text analysis point to accuracy as an 
important indicator of grammatical ability for teachers for the whole data set. 
Although the regression equation for Course 1 did not indicate that accuracy was 
a good predictor for the grammar grade, the teacher Miriam repeatedly mentioned 
accuracy during the interview, and she bases her assessment of grammatical 
ability on the overall error count for each essay. Both accuracy and complexity 
are negatively correlated with the grammar grade and good predictors of the 
grammar grade in Course 2. Although sentence variety and complexity are 
important criteria for Elaine according to Elaine herself, the negative correlation 
between the C/S and the grammar grade points to the opposite: Complexity and 
variety lead to lower grammar grades. Information management and sentence 
variety as analyzed through the qualitative text analysis are not related to the 
teacher-assigned grammar grade. Overall, the data indicate that both teachers 
focus on sentence-level indicators of accuracy.  
RQ 2: Does students’ performance on an error-editing test correlate 
with their ability to self-edit their writing? 
The Pearson‘s correlations indicate that the level of accuracy in students‘ 
essays, as assessed by the accuracy measures, is not related to their performance 
on the editing quizzes. It would, therefore, appear that the ability to perform on an 
editing quiz is not related to the students‘ ability to edit grammar mistakes in their 
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own writing. The teacher-assigned grammar grade, however, is moderately 
correlated with performance on the error-editing quizzes, and this relationship is 
statistically significant. 
RQ 3: What knowledge do students have about the indicators their 
teachers look for when assessing grammar? 
 The students‘ responses and comments reveal their awareness of their 
teachers‘ focus on accuracy. They can enumerate particular areas of weaknesses 
that their teacher had previously identified using the evaluation grid. The students 
express their impression that the evaluation criteria are teacher-dependent. The 
results from the text-based analysis and the teacher interviews confirm that the 
students are right in both respects. The data from the MLR indicate that in Course 
2 accuracy is a statistically significant predictor of the grammar grade. The data 
from the MLR and the interviews illustrate that the two teachers use different 
assessment criteria and methods for assigning the grade. 
RQ 4: How do the teachers’ expectations impact the students’ way of 
writing and learning? 
The students in this study apparently attempt to understand the teachers‘ 
expectations and then tailor their writing to meet those expectations. Rather than 
focusing on their learning and taking risks to experiment with new language and 
expand their linguistic repertoire, Emilie‘s example shows that especially for 
assessment purposes students may avoid particular structures in order to satisfy 
the clearly perceived teacher expectation for accuracy. 
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Assessment of Grammar in the L2 Writing Classroom: Key Issues 
Following the brief responses to the research questions, I will now turn to 
an in-depth discussion of the results. This discussion is organized thematically 
around issues that emerged from the findings of this study. First, I will discuss the 
findings regarding the teachers‘ assessment criteria for the grammar grade in the 
context of the L2 writing research literature. Then, the relationship between the 
performance on the error-editing quiz and the ability to self-edit is discussed, 
based on the results found in this study. This is followed by a discussion of the 
findings in regard to information management and the grammar grade. Finally, I 
will return to the construct definition of grammatical ability to compare and 
contrast the definition in the literature and the construct that emerged from this 
study of in-class assessment. 
Teacher assessment criteria and the grammar grade. 
All data sources and analyses point towards grammatical accuracy as the 
main indicator for the teacher-assigned grammar grade. The E/T ratio, that is the 
combined error count per T-unit, is negatively correlated to the teacher-assigned 
grammar grade. In other words, as the number of errors decreases and the level of 
accuracy increases, the grammar grade goes up. This finding is to be expected 
because rating scales for L2 writing tasks on high-stakes tests such as the TOEFL 
(Educational Testing Service, 2004) or the IELTS (International English 
Language Testing System, n.d.-a, n.d.-b) also include increasing demands for 
accuracy with every band increase on their rating scale. Just like the raters on 
those tests, the teachers in this study look for increased levels of accuracy in order 
to award higher grades on the evaluation grid. Because of an emphasis on 
Chapter 5: Discussion of Results 
164 
grammatical accuracy in class, in feedback, and on the program rating scales, 
students are clearly aware of this evaluation criterion for grammar. 
Similarly, complexity is negatively correlated to the grammar grade. That 
is, as the writers include more clauses per sentences, the grammar grade 
decreases. This finding was unexpected because increased complexity is usually 
considered a sign of increased proficiency and more advanced language use and 
control (Norris & Ortega, 2009; Ortega, 2003; Skehan, 2009; Wolfe-Quintero et 
al., 1998). Consequently, when L2 writers produce more complex sentences, the 
teacher-assigned grammar grade should increase and not decrease as found in the 
current study. This finding is also in conflict with the descriptors of the ESL 
program rating scale where the top band describes the language use as ―effectively 
varied with simple and complex forms [with] harmonious agreement of content 
and sentence design‖ (see Appendix D). Language use at the low bands, on the 
other hand is described as having ―frequent problems in complex constructions, or 
avoidance of complex structures‖ (see Appendix D). This expectation for 
increased complexity at higher bands of a rating scale is also reflected in rating 
scales such as the ones cited above, which characterize writing at the higher band 
levels of the scale as having ―a wide range of structures‖ (International English 
Language Testing System, n.d.-a, n.d.-b), ―a variety of complex structures,‖ and 
―demonstrating syntactic variety‖ (Educational Testing Service, 2004).  
The negative correlation between the C/S and the teacher-assigned 
grammar grade also clearly contrasts with the results in Ortega‘s (2003) and 
Wolfe-Quintero et al.‘s (1998) syntheses and with those of recent L2 assessment 
research. Ortega (2003) combined the data of 22 cross-sectional and 6 
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longitudinal studies in her research synthesis to determine if instructional context 
(ESL versus EFL) has an impact on L2 writers‘ performance on syntactic 
complexity measures; one of these measures is the C/T. For the purposes of 
comparing values in this study to those in Ortega‘s synthesis, I transformed the 
C/S into a C/T for the current study and then compared the minimum, maximum, 
mean, and standard deviation to the values Ortega obtained for her synthesis. 
These values are presented in Table 18. Whereas the figures for this study have a 
wider range than those reported by Ortega, they are certainly comparable to her 
findings and do not appear to be extreme, unexpected, or erroneous values. A key 
difference between findings of the studies included in Ortega‘s synthesis and the 
results of the current study, however, is that the C/T showed an increase in values 
with higher program and/or performance levels (Ortega) unlike the negative 
correlation between the teacher-assigned grammar grade and the complexity 
measure (current study). Similarly, Wolfe-Quintero et al. found that the studies in 
their synthesis did not find a statistically significant difference on the measure or 
that values of the C/T increase with grade, program, or proficiency level.  
Table 18 
Comparison of Mean, Standard Deviation, and Range for C/T between Ortega 
(2003) and current study 
 Mean SD Min. Max Range 
Ortega (2003) 1.53 0.20 1.07 1.92 1.85 
This Study 1.48 0.35 1.47 3.00 1.53 
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Research in L2 assessment that has used the C/T to gauge the level of 
complexity in oral and written performance found similar trends (Iwashita, 2006) 
or no statistically significant differences between grade and/or performance levels 
(Cumming et al., 2005; Iwashita et al., 2008). In summary, the findings in this 
study show a trend that is in contrast with the results in other research and 
research syntheses. 
One possible explanation for this alternative finding in the current study is 
that increased levels of complexity in the texts in this study may, in fact, be also 
associated with a higher number of MEs and SEs. This larger error count, 
potentially as a result of more clauses per sentence or T-unit, may cause teachers 
to award a lower grammar grade despite higher levels of complexity. That would 
mean that the assessment criterion for accuracy notably supersedes any 
appreciation of complexity in L2 texts during the assessment process of 
grammatical ability in L2 writing. 
The result from the MLR analysis that an increase in syntactic complexity 
is associated with a decrease in the grammar grade also appears to contrast with 
information from the interview data. Elaine (teacher of Course 2) stated during the 
interview that she looked for ―elegant language‖ when assessing grammatical 
ability in writing. It could be argued that ―elegant‖ academic writing is associated 
with a certain degree of complexity on the clausal level because of the central role 
clauses play in creating cohesive discourse and text flow (Biber, 2006; Hinkel, 
2002). However, it appears that complexity at the clausal level is not part of 
Elaine‘s criterion. There are a number of possible reasons for this. First, as stated 
above, maybe her primary concern with ―elegant‖ language is that only a 
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minimum number of linguistic errors are committed. Second, complexity was 
defined in this study through measures of subordination and verb phrase 
expansion. These measures, however, do not consider expansion at the phrase 
level, which some researchers consider the most significant syntactic development 
(Byrnes, 2010). Researchers have argued that the inclusion of complexity 
measures that capture phrasal elaboration, that is changes in the phrasal structure 
of clauses such as increased noun phrase complexity and/or degree of 
modification as well as clause length (Byrnes, 2010; Crawford & Smart, 2009; 
Norris & Ortega, 2009) is necessary for a multidimensional construct definition of 
complexity (Norris & Ortega, 2009). However, the pilot project for the current 
study had revealed that the ratio of complex nominals per T-unit, one such 
complexity measure, did not capture differences in the assignment of grammar 
grades by that teacher.  
In addition, the inclusion and the importance of the accuracy criterion for 
both teachers lead to a conflict between instructional goals and the effect on the 
students. The accuracy criterion is included on the evaluation grid for two 
reasons: First, higher proficiency in a L2 language is associated with an increased 
control over or mastery of the structures of this language. Consequently, L2 
writers should make fewer mistakes to reach higher levels on rating scales. The 
L2 teachers focus on grammatical accuracy for this reason; they also wish to 
encourage their students to learn by pointing out particular areas of weakness (as 
Miriam, the teacher of Course 1, does) or through focus on sentence-level 
accuracy (as Elaine does in her weekly sentence writing practice). The goal for 
both teachers is to help students improve and learn to avoid making particular 
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grammatical errors. This is clearly a positive instructional goal with its focus on 
feedback and learning. This focus, though, also has a negative result. First, 
students may actually take a rather pragmatic approach to meet this criterion by 
avoiding risk-taking behaviour and employing safe language structures, that is 
those forms that they know or feel they have good control over. In that way, 
students hope to avoid making grammatical errors. Second, students may avoid 
expressing complex ideas that would require the use of more sophisticated or 
challenging linguistic structures so that they do not have to take a chance and risk 
grammatical errors, especially on important assignments or writing tasks. As a 
result, teachers do not see the potential of what their students might be able to do, 
that is their full range of linguistic potential, but indirectly encourage the students 
to retreat to a linguistic safe zone.  
This effect contravenes the goal in L2 pedagogy to encourage risk-taking 
as an essential behaviour to successful L2 learning. In L2 acquisition research, 
risk-taking has been found to be associated with L2 learning success (H. D. 
Brown, 2000; Gass & Selinker, 2008; Lightbown & Spada, 2006; Oxford, 1990; 
Skehan, 1989). For this reason, language teaching methodology books (e.g., H. D. 
Brown, 2007) and language curricula recommend that teachers encourage student 
risk-taking behaviour to facilitate and promote language learning in their 
classroom. The Quebec Education Program, for example, specifies that ―teachers 
are responsible for establishing a positive learning environment that allows 
students to build accuracy in their language repertoire in a way that does not 
impede risk-taking‖ (Ministère d'Éducation, Loisir et Sport, n.d., p. 8). In other 
words whereas teachers should focus on improving their students‘ language use in 
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terms of accuracy, this should not be to the detriment of students‘ efforts to try 
new language and make errors that will help them learn (Ministère d'Éducation, 
Loisir et Sport, n.d.). The assessment of grammatical ability in the L2 writing 
classrooms in this study, however, appears to discourage this risk-taking 
behaviour, maybe due to the structure of the evaluation grid, which requires 
teachers to consider both complexity and accuracy at the same time and under the 
same criterion.  
Both teachers in this study stated that one of their goals in grammar 
assessment of their students‘ writing is to provide feedback on their students‘ 
linguistic strengths and weaknesses. In other words, writing assessment in these 
classrooms has the dual purpose of summative and formative assessment (Lee, 
2007; Roos & Hamilton, 2005; Wiliam, 2001). The midterm exam clearly has a 
summative purpose in gauging student progress at the midpoint of the semester. 
However, it is also used by the two writing teachers as a formative assessment 
tool that provides important feedback to students about their progress. One of the 
key components for successful formative assessment is that students not only 
know their weaknesses and take the necessary steps towards improvement but are 
also motivated to do so (Lee, 2007). Nevertheless, the focus on grammatical 
accuracy of the writing teachers in the current study appears to have the opposite 
effect. Whereas the goal is to encourage learning, their focus on accuracy appears 
to discourage at least some students. In that respect, one may consider this an 
assessment gap rather than an ―assessment bridge‖ (Colby-Kelly & Turner, 2007, 
p. 11), at least as far as goals and effect are concerned. 
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Just as Li (2000) had argued for L2 writing instruction, maybe teachers 
also need to consciously balance accuracy and complexity in L2 writing 
assessment. The structure of the rating scale can help or hinder the achievement of 
this goal. For this reason, some rating scale developers structure scales in such a 
way that L2 test takers are not penalized for taking risks but are, in fact, 
encouraged to show their potential and the full range of their linguistic abilities. 
This approach has been adopted for the rating scales of the Deutsche 
Sprachdiplom (DSD, German Language Diploma)
29
 in that these rating scales 
include separate criteria for linguistic accuracy and linguistic complexity or range 
of structures. For the criterion Strukturen (structures), raters judge the ―Grad der 
Komplexität sowie die Spannweite der verwendeten sprachlichen Strukturen‖ 
(degree of complexity as well as the range of the employed linguistic structures 
[my translation], Zentralstelle für das Auslandsschulwesen, 2009, p. 8) whereas 
they assess the ―Grad der Beherrschung der Grundgrammatik sowie ... den Grad 
der Verständlichkeit eines Textes mit morphosyntakischen Mängeln‖ (degree of 
control of basic grammar as well as the degree of comprehensibility of a text with 
morphosyntactic deficiencies [my translation], Zentralstelle für das 
Auslandsschulwesen, 2009, p. 8) under the criterion Korrektheit (accuracy). 
Furthermore, the DSD handbook specifically discusses the relationship between 
these two criteria and how raters should address them jointly: 
                                                 
29
 The DSD has been developed and is administered by the German Conference of Education 
Ministers. This high-stakes diploma serves as a certificate of proficiency in German for students 
who attend German-medium high schools or learn German through other educational programs 
outside the German-speaking countries. The DSD is offered at the A1, B1, and C1 levels of the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001). As an 
examiner and rater for the DSD, I have worked with the rating scales to which I refer here. 
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Prinzipiell gilt: Die Riskiobereitschaft der Lernenden darf nicht „bestraft― 
werden. Ein kreativer und mutiger Umgang mit der Sprache muss belohnt 
werden, denn Schüler sollen zeigen, was sie können und keine 
„minimalistischen― Text produzieren (Stichwort: 
Fehlervermeidungsstrategien). Andernfalls könnte die Beurteilung 
negative Rückwirkungseffekte in der Form haben, dass sich die 
Lernenden, aber auch die Lehrkräfte auf Vermeidungsstrategien 
konzentrieren. Aus der Risikobereitschaft resultierende Fehler müssen 
jedoch in dem Kriterium „Korrektheit― angemessen sanktioniert werden. 
(Zentralstelle für das Auslandsschulwesen, 2009, p. 13) 
[The following principle applies: The learners‘ willingness to take risks 
must not be ―punished‖. Creative and bold language use must be rewarded, 
for students should demonstrate what they can do and not produce 
―minimalist‖ texts (keyword: error avoidance strategies). Otherwise, the 
assessment could create a negative washback effect in that both students 
and teachers concentrate on avoidance strategies. However, errors due to 
risk-taking have to be taken into consideration commensurately under the 
criterion ―accuracy‖. (My translation)] 
In other words, the Zentralstelle für das Auslandsschulwesen designed the DSD 
rating scales so that accuracy and complexity have to be assessed separately by 
raters in order to avoid the effect that was observed in the current study, both in 
terms of the assessment criterion that best predicts the grammar grade and in 
terms of the negative washback of the assessment on students‘ writing and 
learning in these writing classrooms. It would, therefore, be worth considering the 
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adoption of this approach to rating scale design more widely, especially for in-
class assessment. 
 Without underestimating the importance that the goal of grammatical 
accuracy has for L2 writing instruction and assessment, it may also be necessary 
to move beyond it. This involves communicating to students that grammar is not 
just about rules that one needs to master (see the students‘ definition of grammar 
in this study), but that there is a ―grammar of choice‖ (Larsen-Freeman, 2002). In 
this approach, the goal is ―to challenge the common misconception that grammar 
has to do solely with formal accuracy‖ (Larsen-Freeman, p. 103). Larsen-
Freeman‘s grammar of choice corresponds to the SFL view of language as a 
network of options that speakers and writers select to create discourse. Maybe this 
emphasis on choice and not just rules to achieve accuracy would help both L2 
writing teachers and their students to move away from ―an exaggerated emphasis 
on grammatical accuracy‖ (Iwashita et al., 2008, p. 47). This would potentially 
allow the students to deal with language more creatively and to have the room to 
experiment with the language so that their linguistic abilities could grow and 
develop. 
Performance on the error-editing quiz and the ability to self-edit. 
 Surprisingly, the grades from the editing quiz in Course 1 are not 
correlated to the students‘ ability to self-edit their own writing. The goal of the 
editing quiz is to assess the students‘ ability to find grammatical errors in an 
English text. The assumption is that this measure provides insight into the 
students‘ ability to self-edit their own writing and in that way helps students to 
reduce grammatical mistakes. However, this does not appear to be the case. Only 
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the SE/T is moderately negatively correlated to the students‘ performance on the 
editing quiz, but this correlation is not statistically significant using the more 
conservative Bonferroni approach. There is, however, a relationship between the 
students‘ performance on the grammar criterion of the evaluation grid and their 
performance on the editing quiz. A close examination of the sample editing quiz 
in Appendix A reveals that the editing quiz, first of all, targets a wide range of 
errors, about half of which are MEs and half are SEs. It is, therefore, possible that 
in their own essays a particular area of weakness concerning a particular or a few 
grammatical features that result in a high error count for either MEs or SEs is then 
not related to performance on a measure that targets broader grammatical ability. 
In that way, it seems that the ability to perform well on an editing quiz that targets 
a wide range of errors such as the one from Course 1 is more closely related to an 
overall grammatical ability than just the ability to edit one‘s own writing. This 
may appear counterintuitive, but the statistical analysis for Course 1 did not reveal 
a relationship between the grammar grade and the accuracy measures. 
Consequently, it is not surprising that the editing quiz does not appear to be 
related to these measures either. It is, however, reassuring that the editing quiz 
and the grammar grade on the evaluation grid appear to measure the same 
underlying construct, or at least draw on similar abilities. 
Information management and the grammar grade. 
The information management analysis in this study revealed that, on the 
whole, there is no clear relationship between information management in the texts 
and the teacher-assigned grammar grade. This is somewhat surprising because 
previous research yielded different findings. Hewings‘ (2004) study revealed that 
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more advanced and more effective academic writing is characterized by fewer 
unmarked Themes and more syntactic variety at the beginning of the sentence; 
less advanced academic writing, on the other hand, exhibits predominately simple 
progression patters, such as the constant Theme progression, through simple 
unmarked topical Themes. Likewise, Hawes (2010) found an overuse of 
unmarked topical Themes and constant Theme progression in less effective L2 
academic texts. This coincides with Wu‘s (1997) finding that lower-level ESL 
writers overuse the constant Theme progression. Finally, Knoch (2007) also found 
in her study of the assessment of coherence that lower-level essays tended to 
overuse constant Theme patterns whereas higher-level texts exhibit more zigzag 
pattern progressions and other, more complex structures. In the current study, 
however, there are no differences in terms of Theme type use. There is some 
indication that essays with high grammar grades tend to rely less on the constant 
Theme progression, but the evidence is not consistent. Moreover, Coffin and 
Hewings (2004) point out that the use of multiple Themes, that is, topical Themes 
that are preceded by textual and/or interpersonal Themes, allow writers to create 
an improved textual structure and more links between ideas in their texts. Again, 
the findings of the current study do not correspond to what would be expected 
based on Hewings and Coffin‘s study because texts with a higher grammar grade 
use fewer preceded subject Themes than those texts with a medium or low 
grammar grade. Finally, unlike D. Kies (2009), the current study did not find that 
the information distribution pattern contributed to the teachers‘ evaluation of the 
L2 texts. 
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One possible explanation of these findings is the structure of the 
evaluation grid used in the ESL program. It is possible that the two teachers attend 
to information management in the form in which it has been operationalized in 
this study but record that evaluation when evaluating organization and not when 
assigning the grammar grade. However, even after I reanalyzed the findings from 
the information management analysis by the teacher-assigned organization grade, 
it was still difficult to determine whether and under which criterion teachers 
consider information management as operationalized in this study. There was no 
clear distinction on the organization grade between the essays with a medium and 
high grade on these information management indicators, but that does not 
necessarily mean the indicators are not considered. The organization criterion 
includes other additional aspects of essay organization (see band descriptors in 
Appendix D), which would also be expected to contribute to the teacher‘s grade 
on that criterion. 
It could be argued that teachers did not attend to information management 
indicators as operationalized here because they do not have specialized SFL 
training. Although the two teachers did not receive any training in SFL, writing 
research within an SFL framework provides compelling evidence that raters of 
writing attend to Theme type, Theme-Rheme progression, and information 
distribution because clear differences can be found in terms of these categories 
between effective and less effective texts (Coffin & Hewings, 2004; Hawes, 2010; 
Hewings, 2004; Knoch, 2007; Wu, 1997). It is, therefore, surprising that there 
appears to be no relationship between these information management indicators 
and the teacher-assigned grammar and/or organization grades. 
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There are consequences for the students if information management is not 
taken into account when assigning the grammar grade. If there is no link between 
the assessment of grammatical ability and information management, students may 
not notice or become aware of the connection between the two. Consequently, the 
students would not focus on linguistic technicalities that could help them improve 
their information management skills and ultimately the communicative 
effectiveness of their texts through the application of these techniques. In turn, 
students may not know how to improve or change the ―flow of information and 
discourse‖ when teachers comment on these areas of information management. 
Cohesion and coherence are clearly instructional goals for grammar in academic 
writing classes (e.g., Hinkel, 2004; Oshima & Hogue, 2006) but Schleppegrell‘s 
(2009) call for the inclusion of explicit instruction of information distribution and 
structure as well as effective Theme-Rheme use have gone largely unheard, with 
some exceptions (e.g., Byrnes, 2009; Gebhard, Willett, Jimenez, & Piedra, 2010; 
Schleppegrell, 2004; Schleppegrell & Colombi, 2002). 
Connor and Mbaye (2002) argue that discourse competence, which also 
includes information management, should be explicitly included in the assessment 
of writing because otherwise ―competencies beyond the basic language and 
writing proficiencies are not tested‖ (p. 266). The current study found this to be 
the case in the sense that basic grammatical accuracy determined most of the 
teacher-assigned grammar grade.  
Assessment of grammatical ability: The construct. 
The assessment of grammatical ability in academic writing is an important 
component of the overall assessment of students‘ ability to write in a L2. The 
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definition of grammar and grammatical ability as a construct in the literature is 
relatively complex (e.g., Purpura, 2004; Weigle, 2002), but the findings of this 
study indicate that the construct that is assessed in practice by teachers in the 
academic L2 writing classroom is reduced to accuracy on the sentence level. For 
this reason, the assessment of grammatical ability is based on an 
underrepresentation (Messick, 1989) of the theoretical construct. This finding 
should be cause for concern because of the mismatch between the labelling of the 
construct (grammar) and its operationalization (accuracy). It appears that for the 
teachers in this study grammar equals accuracy whereas the literature defines the 
construct more broadly and comprehensively. What is the usefulness for students 
and other stakeholders such as program administrators of a grammar grade that is 
designed by theorists and rating scale developers to measure a complex construct 
but in practice assesses only a simplified version? For rating scale developers, the 
findings of this study mean that, despite all best intentions, the rating scale may 
not be used as planned and a different construct is actually assessed. For teacher 
educators, these results have implications in terms of what students should learn 
in their courses. It seems that awareness needs to be raised that a concerted effort 
may be required by teachers to resist the temptation to reduce grammar in writing 
to accuracy only. Rating scales that separate the constructs of accuracy and 
complexity may help teachers to do that (e.g., the DSD rating scales, Zentralstelle 
für das Auslandsschulwesen, 2009), but this would have to be explored in future 
research. Finally, teachers may not have considered how their marking criterion 
with its focus on accuracy affects the strategies students employ to satisfy the 
teacher‘s expectations. Teachers, consequently, may not see what students can do, 
Chapter 5: Discussion of Results 
178 
but only what students think teachers want them to produce. This raises the 
question to what extent the rating scale used in this ESL program is useful in 
assessing grammatical ability. Does this scale hinder or assist teachers in the 
comprehensive operationalization of grammatical ability in academic writing? As 
a result of the reduced construct that is assessed in these two L2 writing 
classrooms, it seems that inferences made based on the grammar grade are limited 
and related only to the students‘ ability to write accurately, rather than the ability 
to use grammar to construct effective texts. 
Summary 
This chapter began with a review of the four research questions and an 
integration of all data sources in this study to answer these questions. This led to a 
discussion of the findings in regards to accuracy and complexity as assessment 
criteria for the teachers in this study. Accuracy, as was to be expected, was 
negatively correlated with the teacher-assigned grammar grade and the most 
important assessment criterion for the teachers in this study. Contrary to the 
results of other studies, complexity was also negatively correlated and, therefore, 
did not appear to form part of the teachers‘ assessment criteria for grammar. This 
last finding creates a potentially negative washback on the L2 writing classrooms 
because students focus on error avoidance as the main goal and no longer (or not 
as much) on the broadening of the linguistic repertoire. Ultimately, the results 
indicate that the teachers in this study assessed a reduced construct of 
grammatical ability in comparison to the theoretical construct definitions in the L2 
assessment literature.  
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Summary of the Findings 
The multiple regression analysis (MLR) analysis for the whole data set 
indicates that accuracy but not complexity is a significant predictor for the 
teacher-assigned grammar grade. The MLR analysis for Course 1 was not 
statistically significant, so neither accuracy nor complexity is a good predictor for 
the grammar grade. In the interview, however, Miriam (teacher of Course 1) 
describes her formula for the calculation of the grammar grade based on the 
overall error count for each essay, that is on grammatical accuracy. The MLR 
analysis for Course 2, on the other hand, was statistically significant, and both 
accuracy and complexity are good predictors for and negatively correlated to the 
grammar grade. In the interview, Elaine (teacher of Course 2) referred to three 
constructs as her criteria for grammatical ability: comprehensibility, accuracy, and 
variety or ease of expression. According to the student questionnaires and 
interviews, accuracy is an important criterion for the writing teachers. At the same 
time, however, students point to the difficulty they have in general in 
understanding a new teacher‘s expectations. Finally, some students point out how 
the teacher‘s expectations affect the way they write and learn in these writing 
classrooms. The perceived emphasis on accuracy creates a negative washback 
effect because students mainly focus on error avoidance strategies in their writing 
and are less concerned with the expression of ideas or with expanding their 
linguistic repertoire. 
In summary, the findings of this study indicate that grammatical accuracy 
is the main assessment criterion for these two L2 writing teachers. Whereas Elaine 
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discusses a number of constructs that she was attending to in the assessment of 
grammatical ability in her students‘ writing, only grammatical accuracy was 
confirmed in the MLR analysis as an assessment focus for the teacher.  
Implications 
The findings of this study have implications for both L2 writing teachers 
and L2 writing teacher educators. Hamp-Lyons (2003) argues that writing 
teachers are deeply involved in writing assessment, whether they want to be or 
not. The teachers in this study certainly take the responsibility of writing 
assessment seriously. However, it appears that they were unaware of the interplay 
that emerged in this study between the teachers‘ pedagogical and assessment 
goals (to improve students‘ linguistics accuracy in writing) and the resulting, 
albeit unintended washback effect (students‘ error avoidance strategies). The goal 
is reduction of error through learning, but students meet the challenge of avoiding 
future errors by retreating to familiar linguistic structures. It is, therefore, not only 
important to teach future L2 writing teachers about assessment (Hirvela & 
Belcher, 2007; Weigle, 2007) but also necessary to include reflection on the 
relationship between assessment and its impact on classroom learning. 
This has important implications for the L2 writing classroom. Of course, 
teachers need to push for increased grammatical accuracy. First, it is an important 
goal for L2 classrooms in general to help students develop their control over the 
L2, as can be seen in L2 curricula (e.g., Ministère d'Éducation, Loisir et Sport, 
n.d.) and L2 teaching methodology books (e.g., H. D. Brown, 2007; Celce-
Murcia, 2001). Second, it is indeed important to assess the level of grammatical 
accuracy in L2 writing because it does form part of the overall assessment of L2 
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writing ability (Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Purpura, 2004; 
Weigle, 2002). However, L2 writing teachers probably need to find a way that 
allows them to promote grammatical accuracy and increased complexity at the 
same time. If that is not possible, it may be worth exploring if the assessment 
focus in terms of grammar can shift depending on the writing task, which would, 
of course, have to be clearly communicated to the students. Should program 
and/or university policy not permit teachers to do this, ungraded work could be 
used to encourage students to take risks and try out new and/or more complex 
linguistic structures with which they are less familiar. Either of these practices 
would provide a space for students in which they could safely experiment with 
language and push their limits without fearing the reprisals of grades and the loss 
of points for every grammatical mistake that they make. 
Recommendations for the Assessment of Grammatical Ability 
The results of this study also lead to three recommendations that could 
improve the reliability and validity of the assessment of grammatical ability in 
academic writing programs: 
1. Rating scale design to (a) ensure comprehensive operationalization of 
grammatical ability and (b) encourage student risk-taking: The 
structure of a rating scale may lead to a simplified construct 
operationalization of grammatical ability in practice despite a complex 
operationalization of the construct in the rating scale development process. 
The Jacobs et al. (1981) Composition Profile and its adaptation used in the 
ESL program where the current study took place clearly make reference to 
grammatical accuracy, grammatical complexity, and effectiveness and 
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variety of syntactic constructions. Nonetheless, both teachers appear to 
focus mainly on accuracy and not on the other aspects of grammatical 
ability. This in turn leads to error avoidance behaviour by the students. If 
the rating scale structure were to help and encourage teachers to go 
beyond accuracy in their assessment of grammar, both issues (the 
operationalization of grammatical ability and students‘ error avoidance 
strategies) could be avoided. This can be achieved if grammatical accuracy 
is assessed separately from other aspects of grammatical ability, as is done 
on the rating scale for the DSDs (Zentralstelle für das 
Auslandsschulwesen, 2009). As a result, rating scale designers could, first 
of all, ensure positive washback is encouraged through writing assessment 
to promote the ―learning of useful academic writing skills‖ (Weigle, 2006, 
p. 238),  rather than generate a focus on error avoidance strategies by the 
students. Second, it could be assured to some extent that other aspects of 
Purpura‘s (2004) model of grammatical ability are also assessed in a 
manner that is clear and transparent to the students. With the current rating 
scale, students are given the impression that the use of grammar in general 
is assessed with the assignation of a grammar grade, that is grammatical 
accuracy as well as grammatical complexity and effectiveness of language 
use. In practice, this does not appear to be the case. A different rating scale 
structure would therefore not only help teachers in achieving a 
comprehensive assessment of the construct but also aid students in 
understanding the grade structure. 
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2. Empirical development of rating scale: The ESL program where the 
study took place decided to base its evaluation grid on the frequently cited 
ESL Composition Profile (Jacobs et al., 1981). It is difficult to say how 
widely the composition profile is used for writing assessment in other 
programs, but the frequency with which it has been used in L2 writing 
research suggests that it is probably also used in other programs for 
writing assessment purposes. It may be time for the ESL program of this 
study (and others) to consider developing an empirically derived rating 
scale that more specifically corresponds to assessment concerns of the 
teaching and assessment context (Upshur & Turner, 1995) and takes the 
first recommendation into account. The advantage of such rating scales 
compared to the current adaptations of the ESL profile in use would be the 
improved reliability and validity of the scales, on the one hand, and the 
more precise feedback that could be provided to students (Knoch, 2009), 
on the other. 
3. Institution of rater training: Research demonstrates that the benefits of 
using a rating scale to reliability can be lost if raters are not trained in the 
appropriate use of the scale and are not retrained regularly (Lumley, 2002, 
2005; Weigle, 2002). For institutional reasons, the ESL program in which 
the current study took place has not been able to conduct rater training or 
calibration sessions with the program evaluation grid. The results of the 
current study, however, provide evidence that despite detailed band 
descriptors for the evaluation grid the two teachers in this study identify 
different indicators of L2 grammatical ability in the L2 texts. (For more 
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information, please refer to the presentation of results of the quantitative 
text-based analysis and of the analysis of the two teacher interviews in 
Chapter 4). Rater training has the potential to help clarify and standardize 
the assessment criteria teachers use in grading decisions (Shohamy, 
Gordon, & Kraemer, 1992; Weigle, 1994a, 1994b). If in-house, face-to-
face rater training is impossible or impractical, there is evidence that 
online rater training programs may offer suitable alternatives (Elder et al., 
2007). 
Strengths and Limitations of the Study 
This study has two strengths that may be considered limitations by some. 
First, the findings are based on a case study of 2 teachers and their 33 students in 
one particular educational context. The case study approach was chosen because 
of the depth of insight it provides into a social phenomenon, a strength of the 
research design (Yin, 2009). Potentially, the results and relationships between 
findings discovered here are a product of the interaction between the research 
participants in this study. Although this context is characterized by similarities to 
other comparable settings in terms of instructional goals, purpose of the program, 
and its student clientele, the findings may not be valid beyond the research 
context in which they were found.  Consequently, the findings of this study are 
not considered to be generalizable to similar contexts without further research, 
which might be considered a limitation of the research design. Yin argues, 
however, that this is not only a limitation of case study research but equally 
applies to any form of empirical research. Second, the study is based on a mixed 
methods research design. One of the strengths of this research paradigm is the fact 
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that it ―offsets the weaknesses of both quantitative and qualitative research ... 
[and] provides more comprehensive evidence‖ (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p. 
9). At the same time, the merging of different data sources also means that the 
integration of data requires the consolidation of potentially contradictory findings 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Depending on 
one‘s worldview, this can be a strength or a limitation. The results of the current 
study, however, provide substantive evidence of the usefulness of the design 
because the overall finding for accuracy as an important assessment criterion are 
confirmed by all four data sources across the two courses. It is to be noted that the 
data for either course alone would have been inconclusive. 
The findings of this study are limited by how the constructs of accuracy, 
complexity, and information management have been operationalized. As the 
articles and discussion in the special issue on complexity, accuracy, and fluency 
shows (Housen & Kuiken, 2009b), the constructs ―accuracy‖ and ―complexity‖ 
are not without controversy, despite their common use in L2 research. Accuracy is 
comparatively easy to operationalize and is a relatively transparent and consistent 
construct (Housen & Kuiken, 2009a), although error definition, reliable coding, 
and inter-rater reliability can be a problem (see discussion in Chapter 2 and 3). 
The operationalization of complexity, on the other hand, is more controversial, 
and there is more than one way of defining the construct for research purposes 
(Norris & Ortega, 2009; Ortega, 2003; Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). For this 
study, only one complexity measure, the C/T, was included in the statistical 
analysis to increase the stability and reliability of the MLR model. Consequently, 
the operationalization of complexity is based on what Norris and Ortega have 
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called ―impoverished operationalizations of multidimensional … constructs‖ (p. 
555). The finding, however, that complexity is negatively correlated with the 
grammar grade is robust although it can be argued that other dimensions of 
complexity should also have been investigated. 
Information management was operationalized in the current study using an 
SFL framework and a Theme-Rheme analysis. This kind of analysis has been 
successfully used in L2 writing research to assess the communicative 
effectiveness of L2 texts and to examine differences between L1 and L2 texts 
(e.g., Alonso Belmonte & McCabe-Hidalgo, 1998; Christie, 2002; Go, 2003; D. 
Kies, 2009; S. G. Kies, 2009; Mauranen, 1996). It allows researchers to examine 
the information structure of texts while considering linguistic aspects of the text. 
However, this type of analysis also has its limitations. With its focus on the first 
constituent(s) of a clause, this analysis naturally cannot consider aspects of 
information management that are contained within a clause or interclausal links 
that do not start from or end at the beginning of a clause. Watson Todd (1998) 
proposes the topic-based analysis as a more comprehensive way of examining 
information structure in oral discourse. This analysis combines a Theme-Rheme 
analysis with an examination of lexical repetition to identify key concepts in texts. 
Once these concepts have been identified, the connections and hierarchical 
structures among them can be analyzed. The resulting diagram can then be 
mapped onto the original discourse to determine topics and topic progression and 
assess the amount of coherence in the text. Watson Todd, Thienpermpool, and 
Keyuravong (2004) applied this analysis to writing assessment, but, as Knoch 
(2007) points out, their analysis is very complicated and time-consuming. As a 
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result, the Watson Todd et al. approach is not very practical. Because of the 
different approach taken and the amount of details obtained, however, a topic-
based analysis might have yielded different results in terms of the information 
management analysis of the L2 texts in the current study. 
Finally, if the assessment criteria for grammatical ability are indeed 
teacher-dependent, as the students in this study have stated, then the same study 
conducted with different teachers might lead to different findings, especially in 
terms of the findings for complexity. In terms of accuracy, conversely, one can 
conclude with some degree of certainty that the finding that it is a good predictor 
for the grammar grade is relatively robust because this finding is based on data 
from four sources and coincides with the results of other research in L2 writing 
(e.g., Polio, 1997; Polio et al., 1998; Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). 
Suggestions for Future Research 
Whereas the findings in this study have helped to provide answers to the 
research questions initially posed, they have also raised further questions. First, 
the test takers‘ dilemma to choose between accurate versus more complex and/or 
creative language use, which emerged from the interview data, warrants further 
exploration. Do all test-takers experience this predicament, and if so, how do test 
takers deal with it across different testing and assessment situations? What would 
help L2 writers broaden their linguistic repertoire while they also improve their 
linguistic accuracy? This last question concerns both L2 assessment and L2 
writing pedagogy and how the two intersect in the L2 writing classroom. 
Second, the conflict between the assessment criterion for grammar in 
writing and the pedagogical principle to encourage risk-taking also requires 
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further exploration. It needs to be examined if the suggestions made above to 
writing teachers can achieve the desired objective. In other words, do certain 
assessment practices allow teachers to encourage risk-taking in some situations 
and work towards linguistic accuracy with their students in others? It was also 
suggested that restructured rating scales might be of assistance to writing teachers 
in reconciling the two opposing goals. To what extent does such a restructuring of 
the rating scale help teachers achieve a balance between the two conflicting 
objectives in the assessment of grammatical ability? 
Studies that explore these issues would gather valuable empirical evidence 
and provide answers to these questions. The findings from these studies could 
help guide teachers as they grapple with these issues when teaching and assessing 
in their academic L2 writing classrooms. In turn, further research in this area 
would help writing program administrators as they evaluate and make decisions 
about program structure and L2 writing assessment within these programs.  
Contribution 
This study contributes to the literature on L2 assessment and L2 writing 
assessment in particular. Cumming (2004) called for a ―broadening‖ of the 
investigative scope because ―we need to know more about the practices and 
principles of assessment in ordinary contexts of teaching and learning‖ (p. 6). 
Much of the language assessment research is focused on high-stakes testing 
situations because of the consequences for test takers and the tests‘ importance for 
all stakeholders involved. This study focused on an underinvestigated context, the 
assessment of L2 writing in the classroom. Not only does this study investigate 
the teachers‘ operationalization of grammatical ability as a construct, but it also 
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explores how this construct emerges in the interaction between teachers and 
students inside and outside the classroom. This study provides evidence that the 
construct may be shaped in part by these interactions and the practical concerns 
these raise for teachers, such as the need to justify the grade to students. In that 
respect, this study broadens L2 assessment research by describing assessment 
practices in the classroom and analyzing the principles and variables involved in 
the process (Cumming, 2004). 
The study also contributes to the L2 assessment literature by listening to 
the voices of the test takers. Leki (2001) argued that there is a need for L2 writing 
research to uncover students‘ experiences in L2 English writing classes, ―to hear 
their voices talking about the problems and successes they encountered in their 
writing classes and their interpretation of why things went as they did‖ (p. 17). 
Similarly, there is a need to listen to students‘ voices in regards to assessment in 
these L2 writing classes. In particular, the focus in this study was on 
understanding what students know about the assessment process of grammatical 
ability in L2 writing and how the teachers‘ assessment criteria affect them. The 
inclusion of student voices in this research design led to one of the key findings of 
this study, the potentially negative impact of the teachers‘ assessment criteria on 
student learning and writing. It also broadens the scope of L2 assessment research 
by listening to test takers. 
The study also contributes to L2 writing research by shedding light on the 
intricate relationship between teachers‘ pedagogical goals for in-class assessment 
and the effect of the applied assessment criteria on their students. From the 
teachers‘ perspective, goals and assessment criteria in the L2 writing classrooms 
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of this study were aligned because both aim to encourage students to improve the 
level of grammatical accuracy in their writing. The goals and assessment criteria 
do not, however, always have the desired effect on the students because some 
students may circumvent the objective and focus on error avoidance strategies 
instead. 
Although this study was not designed as a washback study, it does none 
the less contribute to that line of research. Alderson and Wall (1993) formulate 
possible washback hypotheses, one of which states that ―a test will influence what 
learners learn; and a test will influence how learners learn‖ (p. 120). Just like L2 
assessment research, washback research focuses mostly on large scale and high 
stakes assessments (e.g., Cheng, Watanabe, & Curtis, 2004; Wall, 2005; Wall & 
Alderson, 1993). The current study of in-class assessment, however, discovered 
that even in-class assessment creates a washback effect on how and what students 
learn. This is not new to teachers who consciously use tests and other forms of 
assessment in an attempt to positively influence student behaviour (Alderson & 
Wall, 1993). This study revealed, however, that the relationship between the 
teachers‘ pedagogical goals, assessment criteria, and learning objectives for 
students and the resulting student behaviour is not necessarily straightforward. 
Teachers want students to work on their grammatical ability and encourage them 
to increase the level of grammatical accuracy in their writing. Students, however, 
may try to meet these objectives in ways not intended by the teacher: a focus on 
error avoidance instead of linguistic development. 
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Conclusion 
This research project started with a question about what construct of 
grammar is assessed in L2 academic writing classrooms. The data in this study 
have provided insight into the construct and suggest that grammatical accuracy is 
the single most important assessment criterion for L2 writing teachers. In turn, the 
students‘ perspective added valuable insight into how the teachers‘ assessment 
criteria affect their writing and learning in these classrooms. The results have also 
lead to recommendations about rating scale design in general and provide further 
support for the importance of rater training. Ultimately, the study contributes to 
the literature on L2 assessment in three important ways. First, it focuses on in-
class assessment and not large-scale assessment of L2 writing. Second, it 
considers students‘ voices as an essential perspective within the research design, 
and their insights make an important contribution to the findings of this study. 
Third, the study adds to research on washback by providing insight into the 
impact of in-class assessment on student learning in the L2 writing classroom. 
As I finish writing this dissertation and prepare to return full-time to the 
L2 writing classroom, the findings will impact how I conceptualize, carry out, and 
talk about assessment in my classrooms. Grammatical accuracy will and has to be 
an important assessment criterion in the L2 writing classroom. In an effort, 
though, to counter the effect that the focus on grammatical accuracy can have on 
how students learn and write in the classroom, I will explore the options discussed 
above to encourage students‘ grammatical development in two dimensions: 
growth of the linguistic repertoire as well as more accurate language use. The 
findings of this study provide compelling evidence that, as L2 writing teachers, 
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we need to push ourselves towards a comprehensive assessment of grammatical 
ability and to encourage our students to show their full potential on any 
assessments in our classrooms. 
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Appendix B: Student Questionnaire 
Assessment of Grammar (Student Questionnaire) 
 
Introduction 
In this survey, I ask you some questions about yourself and about the assessment 
of grammar in your ESL writing class. I would like to know what you know and 
think about how grammar is assessed. I am interested in finding out what you 
know about what your teacher does and what you believe grammar assessment is 
about. Your participation is voluntary.  If you choose to participate, what you tell 
me will help me understand what students know and think about the assessment of 
grammar.  
There are no right or wrong answers.  Please answer the questions as honestly as 
you can. Your answers will remain anonymous. This means that I will write an 
identification code on your questionnaire and then remove and destroy this page, 
which has your name on it. Your teacher will not know your answers, and only I 
will know who you are. 
Thank you very much for your help. 
 
Heike Neumann 
PhD Candidate 
Department of Integrated Studies in Education 
McGill University 
Montreal, Quebec 
 
Email: heike.neumann@mail.mcgill.ca 
 
 
 
Your name (please print):  
 
_____________________________________________ 
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Identification Code: __________ 
(please leave blank) 
 
Information about you 
1. What is your age? (Please state) ____________ 
 
2. What is your gender? (Please check) _____ female   _____ male 
 
3. Which language did you FIRST learn to speak? (Please state) 
______________________________________________________________ 
4. Which other languages do you speak? (Please state) 
______________________________________________________________ 
5. How long have you lived in Canada? (Please check) 
_____ 1 year or less 
_____ 2-4 years 
_____ 5 years or longer 
_____ I was born in Canada 
 
6. What is your current student status at Concordia University? (Please check) 
_____ Undergraduate student    
_____ MA student 
_____ PhD student 
 
7. What is your major field of study? (Please state)  
______________________________________________________________ 
8. What is your current semester in your degree program at Concordia 
University?  
_____ 1
st
 semester 
_____ 2
nd
 semester 
_____ 3
rd
 semester 
_____ 4
th
 semester 
_____ 5th semester or higher 
 
9. Is this your first ESL course at Concordia University? _____ yes   _____ no 
If you answered NO, which courses have you already taken? (Please state) 
____________________________________________________________ 
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10. How did you learn English? (Please check ALL that apply) 
_____ English classes in my country. Please state country: ____________ 
_____ English classes in Canada 
_____ With friends in Canada 
_____ At work in Canada 
_____ Other, please state: ______________________________________ 
 
11. What is the total number of years you have been studying English since you 
started school? (Please state) ____________ 
12. How often do you use English outside of classes? (Please check only ONE) 
_____ Never 
_____ Almost never 
_____ A few times a week 
_____ At least once every day  
_____ All the time 
 
13. For what purposes do you use English? (Please check ALL that apply) 
_____ At university 
_____ At work 
_____ With my friends 
_____ At home 
_____ Other, please state: ______________________________________ 
 
 
Questions on the Assessment of Grammar 
When your teacher evaluates your essays, he/she uses an evaluation grid. One of 
the marks on the grid is for language use & grammar. The following questions all 
refer to this grammar mark on the evaluation grid. 
 
14. What is grammar to you? 
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15. What do you think your teacher looks for in your essays when he/she assesses 
grammar? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
16. Do you understand why you receive a particular grade for grammar on your 
essays? 
_____ Yes   _____ No   _____ Don‘t know 
Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
17. What do you focus on when you‘re writing an essay exam in English? 
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18. Do you think about the grammar mark when you write an essay exam in 
English? 
_____ All the time 
_____ Sometimes 
_____ Not really 
_____ Don‘t know 
 
Comments: 
 
 
 
 
19. Do teacher‘s expectations for grammar affect the way you write?  Explain 
why or why not. 
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Appendix C: Interview Protocols 
Protocol for Student Interviews 
Welcome and chat with the student. 
 
Thank you very much for taking the time today to come here for this interview. It 
is very important for me to hear what you have to say about the assessment of 
grammar. I really appreciated your responses on the questionnaire. I would like 
your help in understanding some of them in more depth. 
 
1. Before you agreed to participate in my study, had you ever thought about 
how teachers assess students‘ work? 
 
2. Have you given some thought to what grammar represents or means to you? 
  
3. What do you think your teacher looks for in your essays when she assesses 
grammar? 
 
4. Have you thought about why you receive a particular grade for grammar on 
your essays? 
 
5. What do you focus on when you‘re writing an essay exam in English? 
 
6. Do you think about the grammar mark when you write an essay exam in 
English? 
 
7. Do your teacher‘s expectations for grammar affect the way you write?  
Explain why or why not. 
 
8. I have asked you a lot of questions and you‘ve been very helpful. But do you 
think there‘s anything we‘ve missed out? 
 
9. Do you have any other comments about what we‘ve discussed? 
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for each 
of the four 
essays 
Protocol for Teacher Interviews 
Greet and chat with the teacher. 
 
Thank you very much for taking the time today for this interview. I would like 
your help in understanding your expectations in terms of grammar 
performance…and your beliefs. It is very important for me to hear what you have 
to say about the assessment of grammar as it will allow me to understand the 
assessment process much better. 
  
1. When you sit down to assess your students‘ essays, what is the biggest 
problem or challenge you face? 
2. What do you tell your students they should focus on when writing an 
essay? 
3. When assigning the grammar mark, what do you look for in an essay? 
4. What is the most important aspect for you when deciding which grammar 
mark to give? 
5. Which criteria do you use to distinguish between the different grades 
levels A, B, C, etc.? 
6. What are the characteristics of this particular essay that cause you to 
assign it Grade X for grammar?  
7. If the student who wrote this essay would ask you about why he/she got 
this particular mark on grammar, what would you tell him/her? 
8. When you discuss grammar marks for your students‘ essays with your 
colleagues, what do you usually agree on? 
9. When you discuss grammar marks for your students‘ essay with your 
colleagues, what do you usually disagree on? 
10. I have asked you a lot of questions and you‘ve been very helpful. But do 
you think there‘s anything we‘ve missed out? 
11. Do you have any other comments about what we‘ve discussed? 
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Appendix D: Evaluation Grids 
Course 1, 
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GUIDE FOR COMPLETING THE EVALUATION GRID (Course 1) 
 
 
Content: Ideas & Information (25%)  
1. Thesis statement (explicit, identifiable; appropriate to essay type or 
topic; predictive) 
2. Topic development (depth and quality/originality of information)  
3. Support (relevant, sufficient, detailed; general vs. specific support, 
fact vs. opinion) 
4. Information level/value 
 Excellent (A+, A, A-) Very clear and appropriate thesis, defined and supported 
with sound generalizations and substantial, specific, and relevant details; 
distinctive, original content for maximum impact; excellent information level; 
strong introduction and conclusion.  
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) Clear and appropriate thesis; selects; suitable and 
appropriate content with sufficient details; informative; occasional minor 
problems with focus, depth,  and/or unity; good introduction and conclusion.  
Satisfactory (C+, C, C-) Thesis may be unclear (e.g. too broad/narrow); 
acceptable topic development; some support points may be vague, insufficient, 
obvious, unconvincing; satisfactory introduction and conclusion. 
Weak (D+, D, D-) Thesis not apparent or weak; poor topic development; lacking 
in substance; many support points are insufficient, irrelevant and/or repetitive; 
low information level; weak conclusion.   
Fail (F) lacks main idea; unacceptable topic development; too vague, insufficient, 
unconvincing, or off-topic; not enough to evaluate.  
 
Organization & Text Structure (20%) 
1. Presence and logical sequencing of introduction, body paragraphs, 
and conclusion 
2. Use of relevant patterns of organization (related to topic or essay type) 
3. Coherent and unified relationship of ideas (NB: grammatical 
accuracy related to cohesive devices is considered under Grammar & 
Language Use) 
Excellent (A+, A, A-) - exceptionally clear plan connected to thesis; well 
organized, effective and logical sequencing; smooth flow of ideas; excellent use 
of transition techniques; clarity of message enhanced by organization. 
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) - appropriate pattern of organization relevant to topic or 
essay type; generally smooth flow of ideas and appropriate use of transition 
techniques; overall organization good; most transitions used appropriately but 
would benefit from more frequent and varied use of transitions; sequencing 
generally logical. 
Satisfactory C+, C, C-) - shows understanding of pattern of development; 
somewhat choppy; relationships between ideas not always clear; overall 
organization satisfactory, but some elements may be loosely connected or lacking 
in transitions; most points logically sequenced but some problems in organization 
still exist. 
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Weak  (D+, D, D-) - problems with pattern of organization; disjointed; ideas do 
not flow well and relationships between ideas are often not clear; ideas difficult to 
follow because they are often not logically sequenced and/or are unrelated 
Fail (F) - does not show understanding of pattern of organization; no clear 
organization: confusing, vague, or seemingly unrelated ideas; pattern of 
organization not pertinent to topic/essay type; ideas not developed in separate 
paragraphs; not enough text to evaluate 
 
Grammar & Language Use (40%) 
1. Sentence structure (coordination and subordination; variety)  
2. Sentence problems (fragments, comma splices, run-ons) 
3. Verb structures (agreement, tense, form) 
4. Phrase structure 
5. Articles, pronouns, prepositions 
Excellent (A+, A, A-) – sentences skillfully constructed, effectively varied with 
simple and complex forms; harmonious agreement of content and sentence 
design; hardly any errors in basic sentence or grammatical forms 
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) – sentences accurately and coherently constructed with 
some variety; good use of complex constructions; only a few errors in 
grammatical forms; meaning not affected by errors. 
Satisfactory (C+, C, C-) - effective but simpler constructions and/or problems 
with complex constructions; meaning generally clear; several errors in 
grammatical forms. 
Weak (D, D+, D-) - some problems in simple constructions and/or frequent 
problems in complex constructions, or avoidance of complex structures; clarity 
weakened by awkward grammatical structures; many problems in grammatical 
forms. 
Fail (F) - many problems in sentence structures (both simple and complex) and/or 
absence of complex structures; frequent sentence structure errors which confuse 
and distract the reader; frequent errors in grammatical forms; not enough text to 
evaluate. 
 
Vocabulary (Terminology) (10%) 
1. Word forms 
2. Word choice (precision) 
3. Register 
4. Idiomatic usage 
5. Range 
Excellent (A+, A, A-) high level of sophistication; impressive range; effective use 
of vocabulary to express ideas; only a few minor errors with word 
choice/form/idiom.  
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) – (very) good range and variety in the use of vocabulary; 
effective word/idiom choice and usage; appropriate register; several minor errors 
related to word choice/form/idiom. 
Satisfactory (C+, C, C-) – adequate range in the use of vocabulary; occasional 
errors of word choice/form/idiom or usage, meaning generally clear (some minor 
ambiguity). 
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Weak pass (D+, D, D-) - limited range; frequent errors of word choice/form/idiom 
and usage; meaning sometimes unclear or ambiguous as a result of errors. 
Fail (F) - very limited range; words recycled, reused, or too general; frequent 
errors of word choice/form/idiom and usage may obscure the meaning; problems 
with basic vocabulary; not enough text to evaluate. 
 
Mechanics (5%) 
1. Punctuation  
2. Spelling 
3. Capitalization   
4. Presentation (NB: punctuation involving fragments, comma splices 
and run-ons are considered under 
5. Grammar & Language Use) 
Excellent, (A+, A, A-) – very few errors either in punctuation, spelling, or 
capitalization; correct indentation; neat presentation. 
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) - only a few minor errors in punctuation, spelling, and 
capitalization; clarity of message never affected by errors; correct indentation; 
legible handwriting. 
Satisfactory (C+, C, C-) - occasional errors in punctuation, spelling or 
capitalization, problems with indentation; meaning still clear despite errors; 
handwriting hard to read but basically legible. 
Weak  (D+, D, D-) - many errors in punctuation, spelling, capitalization; meaning 
sometimes unclear as result of mechanical errors; absence of indentation; nearly 
illegible handwriting affecting text comprehension 
Fail (F) - dominated by errors in punctuation, spelling, indentation and 
capitalization; illegible handwriting. 
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Appendices 
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GUIDE FOR COMPLETING THE EVALUATION GRID (Course 2) 
 
Content: Ideas & Information (15%)  
1. Thesis statement (explicit, identifiable; appropriate to essay type or 
topic; predictive) 
2. Topic development (depth and quality/originality of information)  
3. Support (relevant, sufficient, detailed; general vs. specific support, 
fact vs. opinion) 
4. Information level/value 
 Excellent (A+, A, A-) Very clear and appropriate thesis, defined and supported 
with sound generalizations and substantial, specific, and relevant details; 
distinctive, original content for maximum impact; excellent information level; 
strong introduction and conclusion.  
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) Clear and appropriate thesis; selects; suitable and 
appropriate content with sufficient details; informative; occasional minor 
problems with focus, depth,  and/or unity; good introduction and conclusion.  
Satisfactory (C+, C, C-) Thesis may be unclear (e.g. too broad/narrow); 
acceptable topic development; some support points may be vague, insufficient, 
obvious, unconvincing; satisfactory introduction and conclusion. 
Weak (D+, D, D-) Thesis not apparent or weak; poor topic development; lacking 
in substance; many support points are insufficient, irrelevant and/or repetitive; 
low information level; weak conclusion.   
Fail (F) lacks main idea; unacceptable topic development; too vague, insufficient, 
unconvincing, or off-topic; not enough to evaluate.  
 
Organization & Text Structure (15%) 
1. Presence and logical sequencing of introduction, body paragraphs, 
and conclusion 
2. Use of relevant patterns of organization (related to topic or essay type) 
3. Coherent and unified relationship of ideas (NB: grammatical 
accuracy related to cohesive devices is considered under Grammar & 
Language Use) 
Excellent (A+, A, A-) - exceptionally clear plan connected to thesis; well 
organized, effective and logical sequencing; smooth flow of ideas; excellent use 
of transition techniques; clarity of message enhanced by organization. 
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) - appropriate pattern of organization relevant to topic or 
essay type; generally smooth flow of ideas and appropriate use of transition 
techniques; overall organization good; most transitions used appropriately but 
would benefit from more frequent and varied use of transitions; sequencing 
generally logical. 
Satisfactory C+, C, C-) - shows understanding of pattern of development; 
somewhat choppy; relationships between ideas not always clear; overall 
organization satisfactory, but some elements may be loosely connected or lacking 
in transitions; most points logically sequenced but some problems in organization 
still exist. 
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Weak (D+, D, D-) - problems with pattern of organization; disjointed; ideas do 
not flow well and relationships between ideas are often not clear; ideas difficult to 
follow because they are often not logically sequenced and/or are unrelated 
Fail (F) - does not show understanding of pattern of organization; no clear 
organization: confusing, vague, or seemingly unrelated ideas; pattern of 
organization not pertinent to topic/essay type; ideas not developed in separate 
paragraphs; not enough text to evaluate 
 
Grammar & Language Use (50%) 
1. Sentence structure (coordination and subordination; variety)  
2. Sentence problems (fragments, comma splices, run-ons) 
3. Verb structures (agreement, tense, form) 
4. Phrase structure 
5. Articles, pronouns, prepositions 
Excellent (A+, A, A-) – sentences skillfully constructed, effectively varied with 
simple and complex forms; harmonious agreement of content and sentence 
design; hardly any errors in basic sentence or grammatical forms 
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) – sentences accurately and coherently constructed with 
some variety; good use of complex constructions; only a few errors in 
grammatical forms; meaning not affected by errors. 
Satisfactory (C+, C, C-) - effective but simpler constructions and/or problems 
with complex constructions; meaning generally clear; several errors in 
grammatical forms. 
Weak (D, D+, D-) - some problems in simple constructions and/or frequent 
problems in complex constructions, or avoidance of complex structures; clarity 
weakened by awkward grammatical structures; many problems in grammatical 
forms. 
Fail (F) - many problems in sentence structures (both simple and complex) and/or 
absence of complex structures; frequent sentence structure errors which confuse 
and distract the reader; frequent errors in grammatical forms; not enough text to 
evaluate. 
 
Vocabulary (Terminology) (15%) 
1. Word forms 
2. Word choice (precision) 
3. Register 
4. Idiomatic usage 
5. Range 
Excellent (A+, A, A-) high level of sophistication; impressive range; effective use 
of vocabulary to express ideas; only a few minor errors with word 
choice/form/idiom.  
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) – (very) good range and variety in the use of vocabulary; 
effective word/idiom choice and usage; appropriate register; several minor errors 
related to word choice/form/idiom. 
Satisfactory (C+, C, C-) – adequate range in the use of vocabulary; occasional 
errors of word choice/form/idiom or usage, meaning generally clear (some minor 
ambiguity). 
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Weak pass (D+, D, D-) - limited range; frequent errors of word choice/form/idiom 
and usage; meaning sometimes unclear or ambiguous as a result of errors. 
Fail (F) - very limited range; words recycled, reused, or too general; frequent 
errors of word choice/form/idiom and usage may obscure the meaning; problems 
with basic vocabulary; not enough text to evaluate. 
 
Mechanics (5%) 
1. Punctuation  
2. Spelling 
3. Capitalization   
4. Presentation (NB: punctuation involving fragments, comma splices 
and run-ons are considered under Grammar & Language Use) 
Excellent, (A+, A, A-) – very few errors either in punctuation, spelling, or 
capitalization; correct indentation; neat presentation. 
(Very) Good (B+, B, B-) - only a few minor errors in punctuation, spelling, and 
capitalization; clarity of message never affected by errors; correct indentation; 
legible handwriting. 
Satisfactory (C+, C, C-) - occasional errors in punctuation, spelling or 
capitalization, problems with indentation; meaning still clear despite errors; 
handwriting hard to read but basically legible. 
Weak  (D+, D, D-) - many errors in punctuation, spelling, capitalization; meaning 
sometimes unclear as result of mechanical errors; absence of indentation; nearly 
illegible handwriting affecting text comprehension 
Fail (F) - dominated by errors in punctuation, spelling, indentation and 
capitalization; illegible handwriting. 
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Appendix E: Essay Topics for the Midterm Exam 
 Topics for Course 1 
1. Write an essay with examples illustrating the drawbacks of living in the 
digital age, i.e., a time in which electronic devices are prevalent. 
2. There are different ways to escape the stress of modern life. Write an essay 
using specific examples to support his statement. 
3. There are several important life skills that people need in order to be 
successful in the workplace. Write an essay using specific examples to 
support this statement. 
 
Topics for Course 2 
1. We have all experienced stress in our lives. It comes from our work, our 
family life, and our relationship with people. Discuss the positive effects 
of stress in our lives. 
2. Fast-food restaurants are everywhere. They are in shopping malls, office 
buildings, city centers, and neighbourhoods. Discuss EITHER the causes 
OR the effects of the popularity of fast food restaurants. 
3. Despite the social safety net and various assistance programs run by 
governments and charity organizations, we see many homeless people in 
streets, in parks, and at metro stations. Discuss the causes of homelessness. 
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Appendix F: Full Analysis of Theme–Rheme Progression and Information 
Distribution 
Coding 
1. Theme-Rheme Progression 
 Each link identified by             , with the arrow originating from the 
referent/starting point and pointing towards the reference/target point. 
 Split Rhemes: More than one arrow originates from one word or 
phrase 
 Summary Theme: More than one arrow points to one word or phrase. 
 
2. Information Distribution: 
 given information 
 new information 
 
Course 1 
Andrea 
 
Paragraph 1 
 Theme Rheme 
1a People  sais: 
1b “Stress is the seakness of the 20th century”, 
 
1c and it seams to be thrue. 
2 Everyone, from children to 
old-man, 
suffer it. 
3 that‘s why people has look for alternative to fight it 
4 there are different ways to escape the stress of 
moderne life. 
5a Once is having a healthy life 
5b other is travelling 
5c finally, giving yourself time 
to do things that make you 
happy 
 
 
NO RHEME 
[sentence 
incomplete] 
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Paragraph 2 
 Theme Rheme 
1 It has been prouved that healthy habits not only help your 
body , but also your mind  
2 that‘s why, it helps to fight against stress. 
3a People use sport as a way of liberation, 
3b they go to gym, or do biking, running, or even 
practisse a regular sport as football, 
tennis etc. 
4 Also having a healthy food 
and drinking a lot of water 
helps to have a strong body and mind. 
5 Other way of taking care of 
your body 
is true your mind 
5b so activities as yoga, 
medidation and Feng-Chui 
contribute to improove your living-
habits. 
6 All this examples are a way to escape the stress because they 
release your body and mind from negative 
things that can be the cause of your stress. 
 
Paragraph 3 
 Theme Rheme 
1-
2 
People also use travelling as a way to escape the 
stress. Because going out and changing 
habits, and landscapes, let them forget 
there problems, and better than that, to 
see them from an other perspective. 
3 So people go to theire houses on the coutnry and 
passe weekends in the nature without 
noise and hurries (cause of stress) and 
just relax. 
4 Or they take vacations and got to a beache to take 
sun, and drink “margaritas”, and relax. 
5 In any case they are just looking for an space were they can 
―relax‖ and ―forget‖. 
6a Usually the rytheme of life 
in the cities 
cause stress 
6b so people try to leave the citys and be in places that 
are new for them, a calm. 
 
because clause 
part of previous 
sentence despite 
period 
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Paragraph 4 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Finally, people gives more time to the activities that 
make them happy, like hobbies, for 
example, cooking, dancing, painting or 
reading. 
2 They also spend time with people they love, a 
boyfriend, a grand-father, the kids or 
just friends. 
3 And some times people just change their lifes and dicides 
to do only what really make theme 
happy. 
4 All these are ways to fight stress because 
sometimes sadness and frustration are 
another cause of stress. 
5 So if you give yourself time 
to see that 
you can be happy. 
6a You are going to face life with possitivisme, 
6b You will be less stressed. 
 
Paragraph 5 
 Theme Rheme 
1a In conclusion, modern life provoques stress to people, 
1b but now days there are different ways to escape from it. 
2 People can change their habits and have healthy 
bodies and minds. 
3-
4 
They can renew them selfs travelling and 
knowing new places. Or give them selfs 
time to do activities that they enjoy.  
5 But more than ask how to 
escape from it, we 
have to ask our selfs why I have it and 
what can I change for spot having it. 
 
 
or clause part of 
previous 
sentence despite 
period 
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Gustavo 
 
Paragraph 1 
 Theme Rheme 
1 People life skills are very important in their daily life. 
2 The only way you can learn 
new live skills 
is by having lots of life expirences. 
3-
4 
Also, not all the life expirence will teach you the same thing or idea. In 
the way that the more you live and 
interact with the world around you, the 
more life skills you will adquire.  
4 Therefore, you can take advantage of you life skills by 
puting them into practice. 
5 In addition, there are several important life skills, that 
people need in order to be successful in 
the workplace, such as: solving problems, 
being a good speaker, and being creative. 
 
Paragraph 2 
 Theme Rheme 
1 One of the most important life 
skill engineers has to have 
is solving problems. 
2 First, engineering is one of the fields that you have to be 
very skillful to be able to get a good job. 
3-
4 
For example, companies are searching for engineers that can solve 
any problem at any time. Even problems 
that does not involve mathematics or 
physics. 
5 Second, you have to be very productive and creative 
to finish a project. 
6 For instance, every project will have a deadline so you have to be 
able to work under stress. 
 
in the way 
phrase part of 
previous 
sentence 
despite period 
even phrase 
part of 
previous 
sentence 
despite 
period 
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Paragraph 3 
 Theme Rheme 
1 The life skill business man 
will need to have to succeed 
at their jobs 
is being good speakers. 
2 Most of the times business 
man 
have to give a presentation or a speak to 
sell their product. 
3 For example, when 
businessman want to sell our 
something  
their goal is to prove that the product 
they are selling is better than any other 
product. 
4 So they need to be very good speakers to convince 
people to buy their product. 
5 Second, they have to be very confident with 
themselves and with the product they are 
selling. 
6 For instance, businessman that 
sells products to help the 
environment, 
he or she has to prove how this product 
is going to help the environment. 
7 So if he or she know 
everything about the product 
and give the information 
very clear. 
Definetly is going succed by selling their 
product. 
 
Paragraph 4 
 Theme Rheme 
1 At the field of Arts the life skill they need to be succesfull at 
their job is being creative. 
2 Any school can not teach you how to be creative. 
3 Is your one style an ideas  what determine how creative you are. 
4 For example, artists have to travel a lot and see other types of 
enviroments to be able to produce a good 
piece of arts. 
5 Sometimes the[y] might copy the same idea of someone 
else. 
6 That issue can put an artist in a very difficult 
situation. 
 
definitely phrase part 
of previous sentence 
despite period 
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Paragraph 5 
 Theme Rheme 
1 In conclusion, life skills are different between people and jobs. 
2 Your life skills are going to determine where you are going 
to work and how succefull are you going to 
be. 
3 So at any moment of your 
life 
you will face a problem that you have to 
solve. 
4 Or maybe you have to give a presentation, or create 
something new. 
5 As a result, you have to be prepare to anything, and be 
confident with the life skills you have. 
 
 
Bianca 
 
Paragraph 1 
 Theme Rheme 
1 The modern world, we are 
living in today, 
offers many possibilities and comfort. 
2 We enjoy advanced tehnologies that make 
our lifes easier in many ways. 
3 However, this modern life brought also a lot of stress with it, which 
is an issue for many of us. 
4 Fortunatelly, there are different ways to escape the stress of 
modern life by going to a place where 
you can relax, by engaging in plesent 
activities and by resting at home. 
 
Paragraph 2 
 Theme Rheme 
1 One way to escape the stress of 
modern life 
is to go to place where you can relax. 
2 The best option would be to go on vacation for one or 
two week. 
3 Sunny destinations like Cuba, 
Mexico, Jamaica 
are a perfect way to break free from the 
borring daily life. 
4 By going to places like those you can literaly escape from everything 
and everybody that upsets you. 
5 If you do not have a week to 
go for from home, 
you can always go to closer locations 
such as a spa place, a gim or a park 
outsite the city. 
6 Doing exercises or getting a 
massage 
can really calm you down and make you 
forget all your trobless for at least an 
hour. 
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Paragraph 3 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Another way to deal with the 
stress 
is to engage in plesent activities. 
2 You can learn something that you’ve always 
wanted by taxing a course or joining a 
club. 
3 For example, you can take dancing lessons, larn a new 
language or find a new hobbie. 
4 Doing something that you like will take your mind always from the 
unplesent daily frustation. 
5 In addition, if you do not feel 
like doing anything and you 
need to simply sit and relax, 
you can choose to see something you’re 
interested in at the opera, the theatre or 
the cinema. 
6 Seing a good movie or a 
moving performance 
will definitely make you less tense. 
 
Paragraph 4 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Finally, you can distant yourself from the stress of 
modern life by relaxing at home. 
2 If you do not have the time or 
the financial resources to go 
out of home, 
you can allways find a way to relax at your 
place. 
3 For instance, you can watch your faforite shows, a concert 
or a movie on the TV. 
4 The TV can be a great way to escape from the 
wories. 
5 Moreover, if you need to rest 
your eyes, 
you can treat yourself with something 
like a long buble bath or a glass of wine 
with your favourite music on. 
6 Those are proven ways to relax your mussuls and 
your mind. 
 
Paragraph 5 
 Theme Rheme 
1 In conclusion, you can escape the stress of modern life by 
finding a place that calms you, going 
something that you enjoy an dusing home 
relacsation technics. 
2 Stress is a very seriouse mather; 
3 therefore everyone should find an effective way to relive it 
before the stress become a more serious 
condition. 
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Mahdi 
 
Paragraph 1 
 Theme Rheme 
1 All people work but few are those who succeed. 
2 Every person has different sets of skills in the 
workplace some of which are considered 
successful. 
3 In order for anyone to be 
sucessful in the workplace 
they need to have social managerial and 
personal skills. 
 
Paragraph 2 
 Theme Rheme 
1 First of all a working person must have social skills. 
2 In every corporation everyone works with each other weather 
internaly as in inside the company or 
even with another firm; 
3 therefore, a person must develop special skills to make that 
happen. 
4 For example, if a working Joe 
was assigned to do a task, 
he would definitely do it better if he 
cooperated with another part of the 
company that has experience in a specific 
field. 
5a Another reason why people 
need social skills in the 
workplace 
is to develop a social network or at least 
be liked as a person since people need to 
have a nice environment to work in, 
5b developing a social network helps make that happen by reducing 
tension between co-workers and making 
it more friendly environment which 
increases productivity in the workplace. 
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Paragraph 3 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Managerial skill is yet another skill people need to succeed 
in the workplace. 
2a Managerial skills helps a person be more in control of his 
working environment, 
2b this kind of managerial skills is needed in both managers and blue collar 
workers, 
2c on one hand managers has to keep the flow of the company 
going, 
2d and on the other hand workers  has to manage their own tasks. 
3a Also each firm has its ups an downs and in time of a 
crisis, 
3b only the person with 
managerial skills 
stands out, 
3c therefore it’s extremely 
important  
to have managerial skills to keep the 
company on its feet. 
 
Paragraph 4 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Succeeding in the workplace demands yet another skill which is personal 
skills. 
2a In a nut shell personal skills means personality, 
2b moreover, everyone in the 
workplace 
is expected to be respectful to his/her 
responsibilities, 
2c and people with personal skills are very commited, 
2d they are always on time and precise in what 
they do. 
3 Also people who have their 
own set of personal skills 
are very ambitious; 
4 therefore, they are always energetic and on the top of 
their gam at all times. 
 
Paragraph 5 
 Theme Rheme 
1a In conclusion, being 
successful in the workplace 
is easy to a certain degree, 
1b however, it requires a collection of social, 
managerial and personal skills which the 
working person is very capable of. 
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Wei 
 
Paragraph 1 
 Theme Rheme 
1 In modern society, we are lucky to enjoy ourselves with the 
high-tech products. 
2 Children can play on-line games at home. 
3 Women can buy beautiful dresses anywhere by 
ordering on line. 
4 People can connect with their friends anytime by 
cell phones. 
5 It makes our life more comfortable and 
convenient than before. 
6 But as every coin has two 
sides, 
there are also some drawbacks of living 
in the digital age: wasting time, disclosing 
personal information, and causing health 
problems. 
 
Paragraph 2 
 Theme Rheme 
1 First of all, using digital 
devices 
occupy too much time. 
2 It is hard for children to notice what time it is 
when they are playing the Xbox 360 or 
PS3 games. 
3 It seems that five hours are as short as five 
minutes for them. 
4 Moreover, many people sit before their computers after supper. 
5 They do not go to sleep until midnight. 
6 They are attracted by so much information 
and never care about how long they 
wasted. 
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Paragraph 3 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Secondly, people feel unsafe because of disclosing personal 
information so easily. 
2 When we want to become a 
member of a website, 
we need to provide some personal 
information. 
3 After that, we will receive many unrelated emails from 
the different kinds websites. 
4 We do not know how and where they get 
your personal information. 
5 Furthermore, to some famous 
persons, they 
are careful to avoid being shot by others 
who have digital cameras or cell phones. 
6 They feel unsafe for their private photos were 
disclosed to the public without their 
permission. 
 
Paragraph 4 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Finally, it causes health problems by using the 
electronic devices too much. 
2 As we all know, it is bad to watch TV or computer screen 
such a long time. 
3 As a result, people feel eye hurt and gain weight after long-
time sitting and watching. 
4 According to recent reports,  using cell phone may cause serious 
cancer. 
5 It is so harmful for the people‘s health. 
6 However, we can see people talking with cell phone 
everywhere. 
 
 
Paragraph 5 
1 In conclusion, using electronic 
devices 
wastes our time, discloses personal 
information, causes health problems. 
2 So people need to use them wisely and efficiently to 
eliminate the bad effects. 
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Course 2 
 
Carolina 
 
Paragraph 1 
 Theme Rheme 
1-
2 
Even though most people 
says that stress is not good 
because it can lead to a hard 
attack, to high pressure 
problems and to problems 
in our nervous system; 
there are also important possitive effects 
like the feeling of knowing that you can 
deal with all these stressfull activities, 
how you learn to administrate your time 
to do them, and the great feeling that you 
may have when you finally finished them 
that make all those negative effects to 
look less attractive. 
 
Paragraph 2 
 Theme Rheme 
1 the biggest amount of stress comes from your workplace, where you 
have to deal with different people, who 
have different opinions, and at the same 
time who have different cultures, 
religions and political views. 
2 For example, I work for a company that makes 
publicity. 
3 When we start a project the first step is brainstorming all 
together. 
4 the problem is that we are sever people, a vegetarian, an 
juif men, a Musulman men, and also a 
women, an American teenager, a Latin 
America teenager (me), a Chinese women 
and two Canadian, one catholic, and the 
other juif. 
5 Of course it takes us more than three work days to 
find the first accepted idea. 
6 the second step is to go an work on the street, asking 
people some question, and observing how 
they react in different situations. 
7 And a third step is to finish the project which take us more 
than two and a half month, and deliver it 
to our editor. 
8a It actually sounds as a simple job, 
8b but it is not. 
9 It‘s really stressfull, 
10 but the fact that we can deal 
with the stress and finish our 
work, 
is what it is important to us. 
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Paragraph 3 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Everyone has obligations, when you have a family, 
you have to work, when you work you 
have to do lots of activities; 
2 in addition, you may have friends, whom you get in touch 
several times a month; 
3 in deed all these, sometimes 
stressfull activities 
teach us how to administrate our time. 
4 Let suppose that you are studying, you have 
a boyfriend, and you work; 
5 most people know how to take care of all that without 
any problem. 
6 Now, what happends if you or your girlfriend got 
pregnant? 
 
7 this will change your time to do things, the 
quantity of hours that you work, and of 
course your graduation year. 
8a Having a University degree is important nowadays, 
8b so you may want to keep on studying. 
9a Moreover you are going to need to work more hours 
than usuall, 
9b and you are going to have a baby that cries and 
wants food every hour, 
9c so you are going to need to organize not just 
your life, but your boysfriends too. 
10 Doing that thing will start to feel less stressfull. 
 
Paragraph 4 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Finally, the feeling that you 
may have when you have got 
all those stressfull things 
done 
is so relaxing that after a week you will 
probably want to start all over again. 
2a For example, when my co-
workers and I finished each 
project 
we get one week of vacation, 
2b but when we are back we are all excited to start a new project. 
 
Appendices 
249 
Paragraph 5 
 Theme Rheme 
1 In conclusion, think that the stress is a man. 
2 You may have to fight with him if not he will 
kill you. 
3 He is just testing you to see if you can deal 
with all those things together and on 
time. 
4a And if you can he will leave you for some time, 
4b but be sure he will come back. 
 
Gabriela 
 
Paragraph 1 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Although our society has 
evolved in so many positive 
ways, 
in terms of food, it has evolved in a very 
negative way, towards fast foods. 
2a Some people argue 
2b that the effects of fast food 
on our society 
are positive,  
2c and some might argue  
2d that those effects are negative. 
3 Looking at each point of 
view 
we can understand why they are positive 
and negative. 
4a First of all, positive because when one thinks fast food, they 
don’t mean the big chains like 
Mc’Donalds, Wendy’s or Tim Hortons, 
  
4b they think at the food courts, and all the other 
small “panini” restaurants that offer a 
ready-to-go meal at any time. 
5 On the other side, those who 
think about fast food as 
negative 
think also about the caloric intake of 
those already prepared meals, and also 
about the amount of extra servings you 
can get in each plate. 
6  But Mc‘Donalds, Wendy‘s 
and Tim Hortons 
cannot be forgotten, as their foods are 
the ones who create the most amount of 
damage. 
7 Ilnesses varying from 
diabetes, obesity, heart 
disease, to migraines, 
respiratory problems, and 
continuous fatigue. 
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1 As mentioned, people prefer eating out, especially for lunch and 
breakfast, in the food courts of their 
companies, or at the mall. 
2 There are various reasons for which they prefer 
those over a healthier way of eating. 
3 First of all is the idea that they can spend some time in 
the company of their coleagues, enjoying 
a tasty meal and saying a couple of jokes 
before they go back in the office. 
4 The other reason for which 
they choose these kind of 
foods 
is because is more convenient to take out 
the credit card or the debit card and pay 
for an already prepared meal, than to 
actually prepare it at home. 
5 They are choosing the easier way, not because 
is healthier but because is faster. 
 
Paragraph 3 
 Theme Rheme 
1 This brings the discussion to the negative 
effects of fast food of any kind. 
2-
3 
First of all, the foods in the 
food courts 
are very high in calories and contain a 
high number of servings. more than what 
Canada’s Food Guide specifies. 
4a All the big fast food chains, prepare their sandwiches with frozen 
meats, 
4b and they deep fry their french fries. 
5 After eating this kinds of 
foods for a certain period of 
time, 
the human body starts reacting to all the 
fat that is forming around the main 
arteries. 
6 This leads to the first types of ilnesses like 
migraines, reduced mobility and short 
breath, and an increased fatigue. 
7 But those are nothing compared to diabetes, obesity 
and heart problems, which soon follow. 
8 Many people think about those effects on their health 
and they keep enjoying their box of Pad 
Thay that contains 2200 calories, and 
that is only one meal. 
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1 In conclusion, people should pay more attention to what they 
eat and take that time to prepare their 
meals at home. 
2 Even if they will not buy those 
tasty foods, 
they can still enjoy the company of their 
coleagues, by bringing their own food. 
3 Healthy food is not always tasty, 
4 but it will help people feel and be healthy when 
they reach forty years old. 
 
Julio 
 
Paragraph 1 
 Theme Rheme 
1 The contemporary world has become a globablized place in 
constant motion where everything has to 
be competitive; 
2 for this reason, people are constantly dealing with problems 
related with time and quality. 
3 Therefore, stress has become a very common fact in the 
daily life of modern individuals. 
4 Living in a stressful world has brought many problems of many 
kinds to the people because nowadays 
individuals do not have enough time for 
themselves and for other people they 
care about; 
5 however, stress has some positive effects that help us in 
many situations of our lives. 
6 Stress has the power to turn people more 
efficient, to save our lives in danger 
situations, and to remember us that we 
still being humans, not machines. 
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1 It is a fact that stress makes individuals to 
concentrate and focus in some task. 
2 Stress due to some difficulty is what make people work faster. 
3 If stress were not present in 
our lives 
we would not have the necessity to do 
things. 
4 Workers in the industries need to feel pressure from the boss to 
work harder. 
5 For this reason, in some 
companies 
if the president needs to solve some 
problem fast sometimes he will give the 
task to the work with more duties. 
6a This worker is under a level of stress than anyone 
else, 
6b then he will solve the difficulty faster. 
7a It is the same for schools and universities, 
7b students always study harder for final exams 
because they are under a lot stress and 
pressure. 
8 Stress makes people more efficient. 
 
Paragraph 3 
 Theme Rheme 
1 In peril situations stress is a powerful body weapon. 
2 In our daily lives it is very difficult to be prepare to react 
when we find ourselves under some risk. 
3 However, when the body 
feels in danger due to a high 
level of stress, 
it realeases some chemicals that can 
make the person stronger or faster; 
4 consequently, the individual is able to do almost miracles actions. 
5 As a matter of fact, in many 
car accidents 
due to stressful situations some people 
are able to develop superhuman strenght 
and many times they can save their lives 
or even other people’s lives doing thing 
like lifting heavy weights. 
6 Stress is useful because it protects our lives. 
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1 Stress is a human quality. 
2 Somehow it remember us that we still care about 
things 
3 and in some way we feel stress because we want to do 
everything the best way possible. 
4 For these reasons, in a 
competitive world where the 
main goal is efficiency, money 
and material objects and the 
individuals in many ways 
have become mechanized 
robots, 
people still being humans. 
5 This is what makes life a beautiful experience 
to discover, not an automatic process. 
6 Stress remember us that we still alive. 
 
Paragraph 5 
 Theme Rheme 
1 Although stress causes many 
problems to many people 
because of the kind of world 
we live in, 
it helps us in many circumstances. 
2 Stress is part of the human life and as a part of it 
leads to some positive results. 
3 Stress can be very useful if people realize how to 
manage it. 
 
  
 
 
